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A Brief Introduction

Little is known about the crime writer Clifton Robbins. An internet search will throw up a list of books he wrote and a scant biography. Deeper research offers a tiny bit more, but not much.

He was born in London in 1890, was educated in Cambridge, and worked as a journalist before turning his hand to crime writing. His first novel, Dusty Death, was published in 1931 and introduced the world to barrister-turned-detective Clay Harrison and his able assistant, Henry. Harrison’s penchant for a nice cup of tea and a fine cigar sees him through a series of cases involving murder, kidnapping, jewellery heists, drug smuggling and a ruthless female arch-enemy.

Robbins wrote five Clay Harrison novels, as well as two featuring the armchair detective, George Staveley. There are also two standalone novels, a mystery entitled Murder at 25, and a curious novel about an anti-smoking campaigner, The Devil’s Beacon.

Robbins’ final published novel was the George Staveley mystery, Death Forms Threes, in 1940. Quite why he stopped writing then is unclear, although the Second World War may have been an influencing factor. His books have never been reprinted, and only a couple of contemporary reviews have survived, so it is possible that his work was not hugely popular during his lifetime.

There are records of a Clifton Robbins who died in 1944, and of another who died in Cambridge in 1964. The latter left no children and his estate was handled by his cousins. Years of research have failed to track down any surviving relatives and we welcome any information readers may have about Clifton Robbins or his family. We can be contacted at hello@abandonedbookshop.com.
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Chapter I

King Edward’s Cook

“Like watching the silver at a wedding,” said Henry, scornfully.

“Exactly,” answered Clay Harrison with a smile.

“Doesn’t sound quite dignified to me,” commented Henry.

They were sitting in the dining-car of a train which was steadily rolling to the West of England. There was a feeling of summer in the air and the dining-car, despite the efforts of producing a cool luncheon, was rather uncomfortably hot.

“In this atmosphere, too,” continued Harrison, “one sacrifices a lot for lucre. But you will admit that the bank balance was getting somewhat low, Henry, and the fee, if I may dwell on it, was more than tempting.”

“Undoubtedly, sir,” replied Henry, “but if it got round, you know, sir, it might do you a lot of harm.”

“A very wise thought, Henry,” said Harrison. “Sometimes I wonder what I should do without you. Precious little, I expect, and that pretty badly. But in this case I think we must have a good look at the facts before we make up our minds.”

“But watching the silver, sir; you can’t get away from that.”

“Maybe I can’t, Henry,” was the answer. “Maybe I don’t want to. Here’s my tea and your coffee. Now let me light a cigar, and then I’ll try and put the facts before you.”

Henry watched Clay Harrison light his cigar and settled himself down not to be convinced. He knew Harrison would win in the end—he always did—but Henry proposed to make it as long as possible. If there ever was a hero-worshipper in the world, that man was Henry. He had been Clay Harrison’s clerk when the outlook of a career at the Bar was distinctly gloomy, even if one took an optimistic view of the situation. He had watched his master conscientiously trying to be a tolerably reliable barrister with very little success. Harrison got to the understanding of a man better than a brief in those days and the briefs which actually came his way were of the routine character which did not draw out his special faculties. Had he been able to jump into the ready-made position of a leading criminal lawyer he would have done well, but such miracles mainly occur on the moving screen.

Henry soon discovered his master’s knowledge of languages, and had found that Harrison had a certain aptitude for solving rather intricate human problems. Henry hated the idea of calling Harrison by the low name of detective, but Harrison himself said that he was not nearly good enough to deserve such a title. Friends had applied to Harrison for help, especially when continental countries were in question, and he had been singularly successful. Government departments had gradually grown to trust him on curious missions, and had found him reliable. His reputation had thus steadily increased and he had found more and more employment in private investigation and less and less in actual legal work. He continued to live in the Temple, although it was not easy to discover his address without some friendly introduction, and some of the strangest stories were told and some of the most tangled skeins unravelled in his modest chambers.

With the growth of reputation came fees, and Harrison decided upon investigation as a profession. He called it his “job” and settled down to it in a business-like manner. All the time Henry was growing with it and had become a kind of personal assistant, ready for any kind of work at any time, and often proving of the greatest value by exercising his Londoner’s shrewdness and common sense. Together they had recently had a long encounter with the organisation which had been running the international “dope” traffic, and not only Clay Harrison, but also Henry, had gained greater esteem as a result of their efforts. Naturally, most of Harrison’s activities, and especially his more important successes, were of a type which could not be reported in the newspapers; the international unpleasantness might have been too great: indeed, the avoidance of such difficulties was often the reason why Harrison himself had been employed. Still successful work of this nature cannot be kept wholly secret; a certain number of people in England knew of Harrison’s work and the circle was steadily growing.

“Are you ready, Henry?” asked Harrison, pulling contentedly at an excellent cigar—this and tea-drinking, at any hour of the day or night, being his particular vices.

“Yes, sir,” answered Henry. “Although I must say I can’t see anything special in the facts. They are so obvious.”

“Impatience is one of your alarming sins, Henry,” said Harrison, solemnly. “You must curb yourself. You go dashing at any old hurdle, with no idea of what you are likely to find on the other side. Here we have Mrs. Marston—Mrs. William Marston—writing to me to come down to her country home and keep an eye on things while a play is being acted in the grounds in honour of her daughter’s twenty-first birthday. Livia, I think the girl’s name is. Charming name, Henry.”

“Keeping an eye on things being about the same as watching the silver, sir.”

“Quite right, Henry. Mrs. Marston even makes the point herself in her letter. She says there are some very valuable things in the house and, as there are likely to be a number of strangers in and out all the time and the servants will be very heavily occupied with the hundred and one details of the open-air entertainment—indeed the house might be practically untenanted at odd times—she feels she would like to have me about.”

“You see, sir,” said Henry, with a grin.

“The fee she offers is the kind that makes a poor man like myself go pale,” continued Harrison.

“It was certainly very generous,” said Henry.

“She refers to my reputation, which is very nice of her, and suggests that she will be honoured if I consider myself as a guest; indeed, she would prefer that the other people in the house should think of me in that way. And in a postscript, again urging me to accept, she says that she is sure that the play itself, containing scenes of old West Country life, will appeal to me.”

“Which all shows how much she wants you.”

“Oh, there was just one other point, she wants me to get down as early as I can to-day so as to have a quiet chat with her before everybody else arrives.”

“Quite natural, sir.”

“It isn’t quite natural, Henry, that’s the point,” said Harrison. “There are a whole lot of things about it which are not quite natural, if you’ll only look at them. Had it seemed quite natural to me, I shouldn’t have taken on the job, however large the fee might have been.”

“Really, sir?”

“Of course, Henry, you ought to have known me better by this time. First of all, what does she mean by ‘keeping an eye on things’? You say it means ‘watching the silver.’ There are hosts of men willing to do that for a very small fee. They may be square-toed and obvious, but they are efficient and keep their eyes open pretty wide. I should say they could do the job far better than I could.”

“But your reputation, sir?”

“It’s not going to scare a thief of that kind as much as my square-toed gentry keeping an obviously suspicious eye on everything. I first thought it might be some very rich person who wanted to be lavish over everything, even ‘watching the silver,’ but Mrs. Marston comes of an old family and, though comfortably well off, could not afford to splash money about in that way, even if it were her natural ostentatious habit, which it can’t be.”

“Yes, sir,” said Henry, a little uneasy.

“So I assume that ‘keeping an eye on things’ means something much more general, and I thought I would like to know what things they might be. The mention of the servants therefore does not matter, especially as she says, as an inducement, that I shall enjoy the play. If I am going to see the play I am obviously not expected to remain in the house just at the time I should be most needed if you were right, Henry. I can’t think why she put it in. She felt she must have some excuse for asking me at all, but she herself has made it very thin. I am afraid that she did not realise that this particular point might have decided me not to accept the invitation.”

“It sounds all right,” said Henry, grudgingly. “But aren’t you possibly reading too much into it, sir? At any rate, she may feel more comfortable with you about the house.”

“Thank you, Henry,” said Harrison. “I am certain that’s how you would feel yourself. But there’s one thing more—”

“Just a moment, sir, I’ve thought of something,” Henry broke in quickly. “Suppose she particularly wants to meet you—because of your reputation. She does not know you. She can’t very well ask you to come as a guest but she can pay you to, and that would explain what you called her thin excuse about the servants.”

“I think my one thing answers that, Henry,” replied Harrison, “although I give you full marks for your idea. It’s really quite ingenious. But she wants to have a quiet chat with me before the others arrive. To me that seems to give the whole game away. I can’t imagine a chat would be so frightfully important if I was just going to watch the silver. It’s not likely that any of the guests would start taking it to-night. The play is due to be performed tomorrow afternoon and she would only need the very shortest possible interview with me to tell me my duties. Indeed, she needn’t do it herself at all; she could leave it to the butler.”

“Sir,” protested Henry.

“Why not, Henry?” answered Harrison. “But she wants a quiet chat. That means, as far as I can see, she really wants to consult me about something. She cannot think of any way of getting me down except during the festivities. She knows it would be no good asking me as a guest. She does not want to say anything on paper about her real business. That has to be done personally. At the same time she doesn’t seem to want to arouse any suspicions at home, so she wants me to appear more as a guest than anything else. At the same time, Henry, it’s important and rather urgent.”

“Why, sir?”

“Because, as you said, the fee is very generous and she wants to play on my avaricious nature.”

“It does sound possible,” said Henry, with a note of hesitation in his voice, but really quite convinced. “What do you think is behind it, sir?”

“Steady, Henry, you’re jumping again,” said Harrison, with a laugh. “Immediately I make a suggestion to you, you try to dash off at once to its illogical conclusion. I have very little idea who the Marstons are, to start with. I know they’re an old country family and live at Penstoke House. They have a daughter, named Livia, aged twenty-one. And that’s about all. They’re one of those excellent English families about which one is not likely to hear anything at all. Thank heaven there are some of them left! Mrs. Marston has been so negligent as to forget to include a list of my fellow-guests. Why, she hasn’t even sent me a note of her next-door neighbours, nor a map of the neighbourhood, nor anything of that kind.”

“You’re laughing at me, sir,” said Henry, sadly.

“Well, Henry, that’s the only way I can get an idea of what is at the back of her mind, isn’t it? I might spot something from a name I recognised, but that’s the only chance. I can’t invent anything exciting which might fit in. Of course there is one place where we might get an idea.”

“Really, sir?” said Henry, brightly.

“Yes, she sent me a small printed programme of the play,” answered Harrison. “I haven’t found much in it myself, but it’s worth looking at again. Come along to our carriage and let’s see.”

Having staggered their way back to their compartment, and Henry having given his approval to the narrowness of the corridors because, he said, at any rate it was quite impossible to fall over sideways, they settled themselves down in their corners again and Harrison produced the programme, which was printed in the style of an old playbill.

“Look at it yourself, Henry,” said Harrison, passing it to him, “and tell me what you see.”

Henry studied it carefully and handed it back. “Not very amusing,” he remarked. “I suppose it’s much funnier to those who understand it.”

“Quite right,” answered Harrison. “And what do you make of that?”

“Nothing, sir.”

“Oh, Henry, doesn’t that suggest to you that it was written by Miss Livia, the daughter of the house?”

“I don’t see why, sir.”

“You said it wasn’t very amusing, didn’t you, Henry? You may have also noticed that it is called ‘The Rise of the Marstons’ and then discusses the family somewhat flippantly during its long history. For example, the Stone Age Marston is compared favourably with some of his later descendants. That shows a young hand at work, Henry, and it also shows the hand of somebody who is so intimate with the family that nobody can take offence at any of the little jokes: someone, almost, who can do no wrong, Miss Livia, in fact. I can’t imagine the Marston family standing it from anyone else.”

“That’s good, sir,” said Henry, admiringly. “But you have seen something else, haven’t you?”

“Thank you, Henry, I have,” answered Harrison. “I told you there wasn’t much here, and I almost said that there were no names on the programme. When I looked at it again I found I was wrong. There is one name of one actor, and that is Mr. William Marston himself.”

“I didn’t notice that, sir.”

“It’s the fourth episode of ‘The Rise of the Marstons.’ Just look at it.” Harrison and Henry studied the paper together: “Edward I visits Penstoke Castle, with his retinue. His cook, Marstonne, produced such a succulent banquet that the King granted him a piece of land in the district. William Marston himself has graciously consented to appear as the famous cook who connected the fortunes of the Marstons with those of Penstoke.”

“That doesn’t take us very far,” said Henry, cautiously.

“It is, I think, a further proof of Miss Livia’s hand, at any rate,” replied Harrison. “But, really more important than that, it shows the position of the family, and particularly of William Marston himself, in the district. I feel that the ‘graciously’ is a mixture of joke and earnest. The guests from outside the district and people like ourselves will take it as a joke, while those who live at Penstoke and nearby will be very serious about it.”

“Do you think Mrs. Marston wants to see you about her husband, then?” asked Henry.

“I can’t say,” answered Harrison. “Maybe about him, maybe about herself, maybe about Miss Livia. Those are the only people we know anything about. We know something of Miss Livia: bright, cheery, a little headstrong, I should say, and with no overwhelming respect for tradition or pomposity. We know Mrs. Marston wants to consult me urgently and rather secretly and we know that Mr. William Marston is a commanding figure in his own district. If it’s nothing to do with any of them, then we shall have to start our work when we get to Penstoke House. All the same, the cigar is finished and the journey is not near its end, so we may as well sleep until we get to our next point.”

Henry was not impressed by the suggestion of sleep on Harrison’s part, but he knew that silence was now expected of him. They changed at a large junction and then meandered by a local line to the small station of Penstoke, but hardly a word was said until the train slowed down at their destination.

Penstoke station was one of those small wayside spots set in the most delightful scenery, with much platform, little shelter, and a large open yard before its diminutive booking-office. Harrison noticed in this yard a large saloon motor-car, the chauffeur of which was on the platform and had obviously come to meet him. Beside it was a much smaller car, built for speed, with a woman sitting at the wheel.

As Harrison threw the carriage door wide to get out, the woman turned to look at him and then, almost on the instant, started the car and drove for dear life out of the station yard and away into the country. Harrison had really only had a few seconds in which to see her face, but there was no doubt of the beauty of it. Young and unusually attractive certainly she was, and Harrison paused, as he pigeon-holed the fleeting glimpse of those beautiful features and wondered whether the coincidence of meeting a clever young woman with whom he had struggled in a former case would somewhat complicate his present visit to Penstoke.

Thinking that Harrison was pausing through uncertainty, the chauffeur came forward, touched his cap, and said he assumed that he was speaking to Mr. Clay Harrison. Thus brought back to earth, Harrison got down while Henry and the chauffeur collected the luggage.

On the way to the motor-car Harrison motioned Henry to walk behind with him.

“Did you notice that car, Henry?” he asked.

“Couldn’t help it, sir,” said Henry. “It went off like a young rocket!”

“I don’t mean that,” said Harrison. “Did you recognise the driver?”

“I didn’t have time, sir,” answered Henry. “Just saw it was a woman, that was all. Did you, sir?”

“I’m not certain, Henry.”

Henry whistled, for Harrison’s tone conveyed that something very important would lie behind that recognition.

“You’ll sit in the back, Henry,” said Harrison. “I propose to sit by the chauffeur and see the country.”

Henry did as he was told, and they were soon moving comfortably along a pleasant country road. Harrison chatted on desultory topics with the chauffeur until he was able to get to the subject he was particularly anxious to introduce. “Fast car, the one that dashed out of the yard just as we arrived?” he ventured.

“It is, sir,” said the chauffeur, “and a fast driver too.”

“What do you mean?” asked Harrison.

“She’s been driving like blazes all round the countryside for the past week,” was the reply. “I’m not denying she’s a good driver—one of the best women drivers I’ve ever seen—but I wouldn’t like to meet her in a country lane at the lick she goes.”

“Has she had any accidents?”

“I haven’t heard of any. The devil protects his own, you know. And it’s the ordinary driver that’s likely to have the accident and go into the ditch when she comes along, not herself.”

“Know her?”

“Of course I do, everybody round here knows Miss Williams. She’s been staying at Penstoke House. She’s still there. I won’t say she isn’t an affable sort of woman. Got a word for everybody; no side or anything like that. And pretty too. Quite captivated them in the town, but she might drive a bit more slowly. She’d captivate us chauffeurs as well then.”

Harrison laughed, and the chauffeur laughed as well, much gratified that his humour was so quickly appreciated.

“You don’t know Penstoke, sir?” he asked, expansively.

“Never been here in my life before,” Harrison answered. “Quiet sort of place, I suppose?”

“Well, to people like ourselves who know London, sir, it does seem a quiet place,” said the chauffeur; “but Penstoke has its points. It’s not as quiet as all that, of course. I’m a Penstoke man myself and I suppose I know its ways. But we have our little excitements, sir.”

“I suppose you do,” answered Harrison, leaving the chauffeur to justify his claim.

The chauffeur obviously intended to do so. “I don’t mean the great show up at the house to-morrow, sir,” he said. “That doesn’t often happen, but we have our excitements in the town itself. These foreigners, for example—”

“Foreigners?” asked Harrison, pricking up his ears.

“Of course they may be something to do with Sir Jeremiah Bamberger. He lives here, you know.”

“Bamberger?”

“Yes, he bought the estate near Penstoke House, and now he lives here. He’s really a foreigner himself, and they may all be friends of his. I’m sorry for him if they are. But we have a lot of fun with them.”

“Fun?”

“Yes, sir,” said the chauffeur. “They talk bits of English mixed up with their foreign lingo and make a rare mess of it. They don’t mind us laughing, either. Pretty good-tempered as a matter of fact, and I won’t say they aren’t liberal. I’ve had many a drink myself with them.”

“But one doesn’t expect to meet foreigners in a place like Penstoke?”

“No, I suppose one doesn’t,” answered the chauffeur, reflectively.

“Many here now?” asked Harrison, innocently.

“A few, sir,” said the chauffeur, vaguely. “They’re staying at the ‘Sun.’ This lot’s been here about a week. Most generous lot we’ve had, I should say. Wanted me to get them into the grounds to-morrow to see the show.”

“Something behind their generosity, after all, then?” asked Harrison.

“Well, that may have made them a bit more liberal with their drinks, sir, I agree,” said the chauffeur; “But they’re pretty decent, all the same. Of course, I couldn’t do anything for them.”

“Why not?”

“Well, you know, sir, foreigners are foreigners, and you never know what they might get up to. I told them flat I couldn’t do anything.”

“Steal the silver, you mean—that sort of thing?”

“I don’t know what I do mean, sir. I don’t think they’d do a thing like that. But with foreigners—well, one’s suspicious and that’s all there is to it.”

“That’s true,” answered Harrison, with a solemn look.

“Then I said ‘no,’ they knew I meant ‘no,’ and that was the finish. They didn’t worry me again.”

“It’s a pity,” said Harrison. “They seem very decent, from your description, and I expect they’re disappointed. Would you like me to say a word to Mrs. Marston?”

The chauffeur turned quickly and looked anxiously at Harrison.

“Good heavens no, sir,” he said, emphatically. “You couldn’t do that, sir. Promise me you won’t say anything, sir.”

“Of course not,” answered Harrison.

“I shouldn’t have told you, really, sir,” continued the chauffeur. “I don’t think Mrs. Marston would be very pleased if she knew I had been talking to them at all. You’ll forget it, won’t you, sir?”

“Of course,” answered Harrison, somewhat puzzled at the emotion produced by his suggestion.

The chauffeur seemed to have received such a shock that further conversation was out of the question, and Harrison was rather relieved when they turned into a well-kept drive and stopped in front of the steps of a typically large and solid-looking English country-house.




Chapter II

Advice From Miss Williams

Harrison and Henry were met in the hall by Mrs. Marston, to whom the former took an instant liking. She was a tall, charming, and dignified Englishwoman of early middle age. Her eye was kindly with a twinkle of humour and her presence conveyed the placid confidence of generations of culture and well-being. Even the most critical would hardly have used the word “assurance”, but there was a feeling of “certainty” about most of her actions which was inborn rather than acquired.

She came forward to greet Harrison with a cordial smile of welcome, and explained what arrangements she had made over rooms. She had thought that his assistant would like the room next to Harrison, and, on the other side, there was a small writing-room which Harrison could regard as his own while staying at Penstoke. Everything was ready for them, and all she asked was that Harrison would be able to come down again to see her with all speed, as other guests were likely to arrive very soon.

Harrison underlined his first impression while Henry, thoroughly satisfied that here was a woman with wit enough to perceive that he was an assistant and not a servant, was ready to guarantee that Harrison should do all in his power to help her, however difficult the task might prove.

Harrison was soon seated with a cup of tea in Mrs. Marston’s cosy little room and waited for the explanation of his summons to Penstoke House.

“I think we shall like each other,” said Mrs. Marston.

“I’m certain we shall,” answered Harrison. “I sincerely hope I shall be of service to you.”

“I’m sure of that,” was the reply. “You are not quite what I expected, though.”

“I’m sorry,” said Harrison.

“I didn’t mean to be rude,” she said, with a laugh. “I suppose one gets notions of one’s own—especially about detectives. I’m afraid I expected you look at everything when you came into the room—”

“I have done.”

“Obviously, I mean, obtrusively, if you like. You are clean-shaven, certainly. That fits. But you haven’t the piercing glance that goes right through one, and all that sort of thing.”

“I reserve that for criminals,” replied Harrison, laughing.

“At any rate, I should like to have seen it,” said Mrs. Marston. “Still I feel terribly trustful already. Have you any idea why I asked you to come here?”

“I can only be certain that it wasn’t for the reason you gave in your letter.”

“True.”

“And, much as I believe in myself, I can’t think it was solely because you wanted to capture me as a guest. Henry, my assistant, thought that might be the case, but he is a little inclined to exaggerate where my own particular virtues are concerned.”

“No, I’m sorry to have to admit it wasn’t that,” said Mrs. Marston, with a smile; “although, of course—”

“I wouldn’t say it, if I were you, Mrs. Marston. I don’t expect it,” said Harrison. “I was only mentioning possible reasons. Now the fact that you want me to ‘keep an eye on things’ means that you are worried about some event or person. The only event I know about in connection with you is to-morrow’s festivity, and, as you have used that as an excuse for getting me here, it can’t be that.”

“Quite right.”

“I have only heard of two people connected with you, and it may be one of those. Therefore, I must first eliminate those two names. First your husband, then your daughter.”

“Excellent, Mr. Harrison,” exclaimed Mrs. Marston. “Almost uncanny. It is Livia, my daughter, I want to talk to you about.”

“Nothing very clever in that, Mrs. Marston,” said Harrison. “I was just ticking off the possibilities.”

“You will be meeting Livia very soon, Mr. Harrison, and you will be able to form your own opinion of her,” said Mrs. Marston. “As you know, she is twenty-one to-morrow and is generally agreed to be moderately attractive. She is somewhat headstrong.”

Harrison smiled. “Has she been spoiled at all?” he asked.

“Maybe a little—she is our only child, you see.” Harrison nodded. “Why did you ask, Mr. Harrison?”

“Because the tone of the programme suggested she had her own way pretty effectively.”

“Yes, she did write the programme,” said Mrs. Marston. “We all thought it was rather bright.”

“Well?” queried Harrison.

“She’s fallen in love, that’s all, Mr. Harrison,” replied Mrs. Marston. “That doesn’t sound an unusual thing at her age and certainly not a thing to worry you about, but the position is very simple, and I would like your help. Our next-door neighbour is Sir Jeremiah Bamberger, the clothing man.”

“I know,” said Harrison. “Got his knighthood for patriotic services during the war.”

“That’s the man,” said Mrs. Marston. “Naturalised now, but certainly not English to begin with. I gather he is a very large-scale manufacturer of ready-made clothing. Nothing wrong in that, of course. Personally he seems a very charming man indeed. I have only met him once or twice, but I was quite favourably impressed. He had none of that profiteer atmosphere about him; indeed he was quite refreshingly simple. But he has a son.”

“Oh,” said Harrison, solemnly.

“Of course, Philip is all right too, in his way. He has been to a good school and has just finished at Oxford. Quite English in every way. I don’t know if Sir Jeremiah’s wife was English. They say she died a long time ago. But at all events the son is obviously so.”

“And his son and your daughter have come together?”

“That is so,” answered Mrs. Marston. “So much so that they want to become engaged. They are really quite old-fashioned about it and seem genuinely fond of one another.”

“Excellent,” commented Harrison.

“It would be,” said Mrs. Marston, “if Livia weren’t so obstinate. She wants to announce their engagement straight away, and I—and her father—want to know a little more about the Bambergers before we agree. It is really only natural, Mr. Harrison, because the Marstons are a very old family, and they have a right to know what they are marrying into. I don’t like the name, to start with—Livia Bamberger makes me shudder—but I could swallow that if I could feel reassured in other directions. Undoubtedly they have a lot of money, and I expect the father would settle a good deal on his son. And I have nothing to complain of their manners and that sort of thing. But I want to know something more. There’s something very mysterious about them altogether.”

“Mysterious?”

“Yes, even Philip is not absolutely certain where the family comes from—at least he says he isn’t—or what nationality his father started with. He has been to school and university and has only really seen anything of his father in the last few years. And Sir Jeremiah is not anxious to answer questions. I gather he mainly talks on very indifferent matters to Philip. And nobody I know seems to be able to give me any information at all.”

“How did you meet them?”

“Because they are neighbours. We shouldn’t have known them at all if Livia hadn’t come across Philip in some house or other in the district. I will say they made no advances at all, but Livia persuaded me to invite them here. Philip came first, and then he brought his father, but only to lunch.”

“Why do you mention that, Mrs. Marston?”

“Because Sir Jeremiah refused to go out in the evening. He says it’s on account of his health, but he doesn’t look very ill. He strikes me as particularly healthy. I don’t like repeating village gossip, but they say he is afraid to go out at night. That he has a special part of the house to himself with a heavy door dividing it off, and that he barricades himself in there at night. If Philip goes out for the evening—comes over here, for instance—he never sees his father when he gets home.”

“Curious,” commented Harrison; “but it may be only gossip. His name would account for a lot of that sort of thing.”

“True enough,” said Mrs. Marston, “and I feel ashamed of myself for repeating it, but I cannot help feeling worried. Livia must be safe when she marries. Why, we made a special point of asking him to come to-night, but he wouldn’t. Philip was very upset about it. Almost had a quarrel with his father over it, but Sir Jeremiah stood firm. So Philip isn’t coming either, and Livia’s upset too.”

At that moment there dashed into the room the young woman who was being discussed. Fresh and athletic, not as tall as her mother, Livia Marston’s main characteristic was the firmness of her chin which indicated that its possessor would not only do valiant battle to the last ditch, but also when there would not realise that she was not still occupying the front trench. By a quick glance at her Harrison judged that she was still in transition from sixth-form girl to woman. Livia suddenly realised the presence of a stranger and hastily slowed down her pace. “Sorry, mother,” she said, breathlessly. “I didn’t know you had anybody with you.”

“Livia,” said Mrs. Marston, “I want you to meet Mr. Clay Harrison.”

The girl’s attitude changed immediately. From the pleasantly impulsive person who had dashed into the room she seemed to turn into a cold monument of indignation. Her body seemed to go rigid with the tautening of her nerves. She said nothing, and Harrison watched her with the keenest interest.

“Well, Livia?” said Mrs. Marston, with a puzzled look.

The girl swallowed hard and then said, almost in a whisper, “I think I’d better go,” and fled from the room.

“Really, Mr. Harrison, I don’t know what to say,” exclaimed Mrs. Marston. “I must apologise—”

“Don’t do that,” answered Harrison. “Your daughter has spirit.”

“But she was downright rude to you.”

“Certainly she didn’t seem to approve of me.”

“I don’t understand it at all,” said Mrs. Marston.

“At any rate, she doesn’t approve of my presence here.” continued Harrison. “Quite naturally, I should say, and one can’t help rather liking her for it. She regards me as a spy on her affairs and objects to me in consequence—and is not afraid to show it.”

“But it’s impossible,” said Mrs. Marston.

“I don’t see why,” replied Harrison.

“But she didn’t know you were coming.”

“Didn’t know?”

“Yes. When I talked it over with Helen—Miss Williams—we decided to keep it a secret. To the others you were to be just one of the guests. Even my husband doesn’t know; I was afraid he would think me a terrible busybody. How could she have known?”

“Miss Williams,” said Harrison.

“Oh, no, it couldn’t have been Helen,” said Mrs. Marston emphatically.

“I wasn’t suggesting that, Mrs. Marston,” said Harrison, “I was just going to ask you something about her.”

“There’s not much to tell about Helen,” answered Mrs. Marston. “She’s a great friend of ours, who’s accomplished at everything and beautiful into the bargain.”

“Oh,” said Harrison, feeling he would have to tread very delicately. “You talked the whole thing over with her?”

“Yes. She is a very dear friend.”

“And why did you both fix on me for work to which, obviously, I am quite unaccustomed?”

“I am afraid I did not know that, Mr. Harrison, and you will forgive me if I have made a mistake.”

“Of course,” was the reply.

“It was really Helen’s suggestion,” said Mrs. Marston. “She knew I was worried and suggested that it would not be a bad idea if I got to know something about the Bambergers. Of course, I had no idea how to go about it, and she mentioned your name. She really said the most astonishing things about what you had done.”

“Very kind of her,” commented Harrison.

“She seems to have a terrific belief in you,” said Mrs. Marston.

“But I still can’t understand why I should be chosen for this particular job.”

“Well, Helen said you were specially good when it came to dealing with foreigners. She said so few of us English people were, and I would certainly trust her on that because she must have travelled a very great deal and seems to know the Continent inside out. As the Bambergers definitely came from abroad, she thought you would be able to help more than anyone else.”

“You will excuse my asking, I know, Mrs. Marston,” said Harrison, “but did Miss Williams also suggest the way you should write your letter to me and, forgive me for mentioning it, the size of the fee as well?”

“I’m afraid I must plead guilty,” was the answer. “You see, I’m a child in such matters, and really Helen’s advice struck me as exceedingly good.”

“Miss Williams must be a very capable woman,” said Harrison.

“She is indeed,” replied Mrs. Marston, enthusiastically. “You will see her at dinner to-night and be able to judge for yourself.”

“And how do you yourself think Miss Livia knew?”

“I have no idea, except that she may have guessed. She is more up to date than I am and may have heard something about you. If so, in the state she is in, she could easily have put two and two together, don’t you think?”

“Possibly,” answered Harrison, keeping his mental reservations on the matter to himself. “Did Miss Williams suggest that she had actually met me anywhere—personally I cannot recall the name myself?”

“I don’t think she did,” answered Mrs. Marston. “She only talked about your reputation. I am afraid she was quite surprised at my ignorance. It seems that everybody who is anybody ought to know the name of Mr. Clay Harrison.”

“Astonishing enthusiasm,” said Harrison. “But it is clean out of my line. I’m mainly interested in crime, and this—”

“Surely you won’t refuse me, Mr. Harrison?” said Mrs. Marston, a genuine note of distress coming into her voice.

“I may tell you quite honestly, Mrs. Marston, I was going to refuse,” replied Harrison. “Up to about ten minutes ago. But directly your daughter appeared—and disappeared—I decided to accept, after all.”

“It is very kind of you,” said Mrs. Marston. “But it sounds queer. I should have thought that would be a reason for refusing.”

“The whole thing’s queer, Mrs. Marston,” said Harrison, solemnly.

“I’m glad you think so,” was the reply. “And now I can leave it in your hands.”

“I shall need your help, of course,” said Harrison. “For example, I want to meet Sir Jeremiah and his son. You said they were not coming to-night; will they be at the play to-morrow?”

“They are both taking part, and you will be able to see them afterwards.”

“That’s very interesting, but does not seem to fit in with what you have told me already about Bamberger.”

“Well, first of all, Philip insisted on his father doing something, and then, of course, if he had refused to take part, he might as well have given up his house altogether. Everybody in the district is taking some part in the celebrations, and a refusal from Sir Jeremiah would have made his position impossible around here.”

“The power of the Marstons,” said Harrison, with a smile.

Mrs. Marston smiled back, but did not seem quite certain how to take the remark.

“Very good,” said Harrison. “That’s all I need to know at present. When I find I need help I will come to you at once, Mrs. Marston.”

He rose and went out of the room. He had only just crossed the threshold when a hand grasped him firmly by the arm and pulled him a few paces along the corridor.

“Now, Mr. Clay Harrison,” said Livia Marston, still clutching him tightly and eyes ablaze with anger, “you’re going to talk to me for a little while.”

“Rather melodramatic, don’t you think, Miss Marston?” said Harrison, gently but firmly removing her hand.

“Don’t sneer,” said the girl, angrily. “Come along with me.”

She led him up a staircase to a small room, untidily littered with odd properties connected with the play but brightly furnished and obviously the young lady’s own room. Shutting the door, she placed herself firmly in front of him and glared into his face.

“Now,” she said, “what did mother tell you?”

“Nothing unpleasant,” answered Harrison, cheerfully.

“That’s a lie,” said the girl.

“Well, if you consider your engagement to be married unpleasant—”

“I don’t,” was the answer; “but others do.”

“I rather gathered that,” said Harrison.

“Of course you did,” returned the girl. “Mother meant you to. But I won’t have you interfering in my affairs, I tell you.”

“Why should I interfere in your affairs?”

“Don’t think I’m a fool,” replied the girl, angrily. “You’re down here as a spy: to spy on Philip Bamberger and myself.”

“Who told you that?”

“It’s obvious. There’s no need for anyone to tell me.”

“It isn’t obvious. Who told you?”

“Mr. Harrison, if you think—”

“Miss Helen Williams told you,” continued Harrison, without taking notice of the interruption. “Why should you believe her?”

“Because mother told her all about it,” answered the girl. Then, realising she had gone too far, she added, viciously, “Very clever, Mr. Harrison, tricking me into admitting it. My congratulations on a first-class bit of detective work. But that’s as far as you’ll get. If you have any sense of decency you’ll go back to London by the first possible train.”

“Miss Williams didn’t tell you to say that?”

“A very poor piece of humour,” said the girl, freezingly. “But if it gives you any satisfaction, she did not. She’s nearly as bad as the rest of them; she thinks it would be quite a splendid idea for you to go crawling round with your magnifying glass and finding out all about Sir Jeremiah Bamberger, how many baths he has, whether he changes his underclothes regularly and all the terrible things foreigners are supposed to do.”

“I’m not particularly opposed to foreigners myself, Miss Marston,” said Harrison, gently.

“I’m in love with Philip, and that’s enough for me. The don’t like his name and they are suspicious of his father, but I don’t care. I’m going to marry Philip, and that’s that.”

“I expect you will,” said Harrison, looking at her chin.

“A ray of sense at last,” said the girl, rudely. “Then why waste your time round here making things still more difficult? Why not leave it alone?”

“I should be letting down your mother,” said Harrison.

“She’ll soon get over that,” was the answer. “She doesn’t really, in her heart of hearts, think she can make any difference.”

“There’s another reason.”

“What’s that?”

“I would like to be quite honest with you, Miss Marston,” said Harrison, seriously. “Only in this mood it is rather difficult to talk to you.”

“I will try to be calm,” said the girl, ironically.

“I hardly expect you to believe me,” said Harrison, “but nothing would induce me to leave this place at the moment. It isn’t you or your engagement or anything like that. It’s something else much more puzzling. There’s something wrong with the atmosphere.”

“Mr. Harrison turned psychic, I suppose.”

“No, it certainly isn’t that. But I’m not satisfied with things. Some people—like animals—either have instincts or are specially trained to spot things more quickly than others. Well, it’s hard to explain, but I’ve got that feeling here.”

“Rather overdoing the expert business, isn’t it, Mr. Harrison? It does not impress me. Being suspicious to order.”

“No, it isn’t that.”

“I suppose you expect a crime?”

“Maybe.”

“Really, Mr. Harrison, you don’t expect me to believe all this, do you?” said the girl, her anger rising again. “You must think me incredibly simple. But if you won’t go, you won’t. You can imagine what I think of you. Still, I could hardly have expected to be able to appeal to your feelings.”

“Hardly,” echoed Harrison.

“Then it’s war to the knife, Mr. Harrison,” said the girl, in a final burst. “I’ll do all I can to stop you, and heaven help you if Philip gets hold of you.”

Harrison looked the girl straight in the eyes and, directly she had spoken, Livia Marston was ashamed of herself. Harrison could see that, and liked her for it.

As he was finding his way to his room, already deep in the thought of the afternoon’s events, he was met by Mrs. Marston.

“What a pity, Mr. Harrison,” she said, as she reached him. “Helen Williams has such a bad headache she won’t be able to come down to dinner.”




Chapter III

The King’s Scullion

“I think a conference is indicated, Henry,” said Harrison, as they met in the sitting-room allotted to him after breakfast next morning.

“I should think it is, sir,” said Henry, emphatically. “The whole business puzzles me, and I know, by your face, there is more in it than anybody else imagines. Besides, I have to report to you about last night.”

“Can anyone listen at the door?” asked Harrison.

Henry opened the door and examined the corridor. “It wouldn’t be difficult, sir,” he replied, “if anyone really wanted to.”

“We mustn’t talk too near the window, either,” said Harrison, as if speaking to himself.

“Why not, sir?”

“Merely a safe precaution, Henry,” answered Harrison. “Miss Helen Williams has the room exactly overhead.”

“Are you as suspicious of her as all that, sir?”

“Well, Henry, if you must know, she appears to have too strong a family resemblance, for my liking, to a certain lady who led us a terrific dance in Switzerland when we were after the dope-traffickers.”

“You don’t mean Jeanne de Marplay?”

“I do, Henry. She disappeared then, and the papers said she was dead, but we didn’t believe that. The one glimpse I caught of Miss Williams’ face at the station seemed to bring it all back. If that woman is here there’s something extraordinarily fishy going on.”

“I hope she isn’t,” said Henry, solemnly.

“She rather frightened you, Henry,” said Harrison, “if my memory is sound. I admired her myself in a way, but she was harder than nails, wasn’t she? I should think the most callous woman I have ever met.”

“But you may be mistaken, sir?” queried Henry, hopefully.

“I may be, of course,” answered Harrison, “but it doesn’t seem very likely. Still, we might as well take precautions. Let’s move these two armchairs side by side into the middle of the room, and then we had better talk as softly as we can.”

They settled themselves as Harrison had suggested, and any observer who could have seen them seated in this manner, without having been given a hint as to the reason, would certainly have doubted the sanity of these two particular guests. Harrison lit a cigar, apologising to Henry for having to send forth clouds of smoke so near to him.

“Now, Henry, you first,” said Harrison. “What happened at the ‘Sun’?”

“Not as much as one might have hoped, sir,” answered Henry. “The chauffeur did not appear. I suppose, as you said, he was busy driving guests from the station all the evening. But that didn’t help. Obviously they had been warned not to talk.”

“They?”

“Yes, sir, the two foreigners staying there.”

“Did you get their names?”

“Yes, sir. Skelofski—I think that’s right—and Josephs. They didn’t seem a bad sort of people and stood drink for drink, but they were like oysters about themselves. I did my best, but got nothing at all. I only gathered that there was a certain amount of excitement because someone they seemed to call the ‘Head’ was expected down late at night.”

“That’s something, isn’t it, Henry?”

“I suppose so, sir,” answered Henry. “When I asked them who he was they seemed sorry they had spoken at all. As a matter of fact, I think it was the landlord who mentioned it. The ‘Head’ was going to have the best room in the place, and all that sort of thing.”

“And that’s all, Henry?”

“I’m afraid so, sir,” answered Henry. “Did you expect anything else?”

“I didn’t expect anything at all,” was the reply. “Your information is extremely interesting.”

“I’m glad you think so, sir,” said Henry. “It means little to me.”

“Well, Henry, the report of my evening is much duller,” said Harrison. “I had a very good dinner while a nondescript woman next to me gave repeated shrieks of excitement at the thought of meeting a real detective. After dinner I played bridge for a while, but the game was so continually interrupted by the arrival of fresh guests that it had to be abandoned. I wasn’t sorry. My game never seems to improve. Eventually I pleaded tiredness, just as Mrs. Marston was going to see how Miss Williams was feeling. We went upstairs together, and I am afraid I abused the laws of hospitality by following her, without her knowledge, up to the next story, and discovering which room she went into. That is how I know Miss Williams is exactly above us. By the way, Henry, how did you sleep?”

“Wonderfully, sir,” was the reply. “I don’t think I have ever been in a more comfortable bed.”

“They are comfortable, Henry,” said Harrison. “I thought as much when I saw mine. So, not feeling very sleepy, I decided to stay up for a while.”

“You must have had a good reason, sir.”

“I had, Henry,” answered Harrison. “If one can use such an expression, I had my ear to the ceiling, and there seemed to be much more movement in the room than should come from a woman with a bad headache. Of course, it might have been a maid, but somehow it went on too long and too late for that. So I turned out the light and sat in the dark. I heard you come to bed, Henry, and the rest of the house gradually settling down. But I had my reward.”

“What was it, sir?”

“About one o’clock in the morning, Henry, a figure went past my window from above on a rope or something like that. There was just light enough to throw a shadow from the outside against the curtains. Not long afterwards I heard a motor-car start away in the distance.”

“Miss Williams?”

“I should say so. Miss Williams, she of the headache, leaves the house without using the front door. An unusual habit, Henry.”

“Did you wait for her to come back, sir?”

“I should think not, Henry,” answered Harrison. “I was much too tired. It didn’t matter to me how long she was out. She had gone out. That was the only thing that mattered. So I slipped into that comfortable bed, Henry, and very soon forgot everything. But we have each gathered a curious fact. Do you think they tell us anything?”

“Do you mean, sir,” said Henry, “that Miss Williams went out to meet ‘the Head’?”

“Steady, Henry, steady,” said Harrison. “Don’t jump. There may be a thousand other ways of looking at it. Still, that may be one of them.”

“But what does it mean, sir?” asked Henry.

“I wish I could tell you, Henry,” was the reply. “We have very little to go on as yet. All we seem to know is that I’m not here to watch the presents, as you call it, Henry. Let’s see what we’ve got. Mrs. Marston is worried about her daughter’s love-affair with young Bamberger. On the recommendation of this Miss Williams, she invites me to look into the matter and, if Miss Williams were a conjurer, I should have said she forced Mrs. Marston to take that card. Miss Williams therefore wanted me to be here. You agree on that, Henry?”

“I suppose so, sir.”

“But she didn’t want me to be particularly comfortable, because she told Miss Marston all about it, and that made my position a thousand times more difficult. So we may assume, for the moment, that she just wanted me to be here. She herself didn’t want to meet me at once, so she did not come down to dinner. But the headache could not have been fearfully bad or she would not have left by the window later in the evening. Possibly she doesn’t realise that I saw her face at the station, although I don’t suppose she’d worry very much if she’s the type we take her for.”

“And the foreigners, sir?”

“I can’t fit it in yet, Henry, and all this may be fantastic guess-work. But the arrival of ‘the Head,’ as you heard him called, at this particular time, may certainly be something more than a coincidence. It’s no good saying there might be some kind of a plot because we have no idea what it is all about. It might have something to do with old Bamberger himself. Gossip goes that he is afraid to go out at night. He is a foreigner. They are foreigners. An obvious connection, if it meant anything, but it doesn’t seem to. Why should Miss Williams want to stay at the Marstons’ house if her objective is Bamberger? And, above all, why, if she is up to anything of that kind, should she particularly want me to be present?”

“I can’t think, sir,” said Henry, despairingly. “She knows you will be looking for trouble and will soon see through any of her little games.”

“Thank you for the compliment, Henry,” answered Harrison. “But she may have as much confidence in herself as you have in me. At any rate, we have no idea yet of the kind of key that fits the lock. It’s all very queer, Henry, and I don’t like the look of it at all. It’s like one of those children’s games which is really a practical joke. The child who doesn’t know it is the victim. I can’t help thinking there’s something serious on foot—very serious, I should say.”

“But what are you going to do, sir?”

“What is there to do, Henry?”

“You might go down to the ‘Sun,’ sir, and see if you can pick up anything there yourself.”

“I’m afraid that won’t help, Henry. If Miss Williams has arranged for me to be here she would not have arranged anything nearly as simple as that to give me a clue. No, Henry, I have been allotted the part of spectator at the famous play ‘The Rise of the Marstons,’ and all I propose to do is to play my part. Come along.”

Most of the guests were assembled in the drawing-room, to which Harrison made his way, and Mrs. Marston was busy explaining the arrangements for the afternoon. There was no sign of Miss Williams, and Harrison inquired after her, in his most sympathetic voice.

“She seems to be very much better this morning,” answered Mrs. Marston. “I haven’t seen her myself, but I gather she had an early breakfast and dashed off in that car of hers.”

“Do you think she is avoiding me?” said Harrison, with a laugh.

“Good heavens, no,” said Mrs. Marston. “She is dying to meet you, I know. I expect she thinks it tactful not to worry you at the moment.”

“Oh,” said Harrison, “by the way, what part is Sir Jeremiah playing in this afternoon’s performance?”

“Yes, do tell us,” said a girl who had come across the room and joined them.

“That’s Livia’s secret,” answered Mrs. Marston, with a significant look at Harrison. “I should get into fearful trouble if I told you. She says everyone is to be anonymous—except her father—until it’s over.”

“How intriguing—but I expect Mr. Harrison will guess everything straight away,” commented the girl, with a gushing glance at him. Small talk seemed clearly the only sequel, and, finding that no more information was to be gained, Harrison resigned himself to it.

Mrs. Marston explained to the guests that luncheon would be taken very early as the play was fairly long and they wanted it finished in good time for the evening’s festivities. All of them had places allotted. “Two very convenient seats for you,” she said, with a smile at Harrison.

It was not long before the meal was finished and the guests were sauntering across the garden in the warm and cloudless afternoon to the spot appointed for the great celebration. It was a large amphitheatre looking towards a wood, which made an admirable background for the proceedings. The wood was some distance away, obviously allowing for the effectual entry of anything in the nature of a procession, and Livia Marston had certainly chosen the best possible stage for her production. Residents and villagers for miles around were gathering at this spot, and, as Harrison looked towards the wood, he murmured to Henry, “This brake shall be our tiring-room,” but received no responsive look of understanding.

Facing the wood, at the farther end of the amphitheatre, were rows of chairs, the centre ones being reserved for the house-party. Harrison found that Mrs. Marston had allotted him two next to a gangway and mentally congratulated her on her thoughtfulness. Livia Marston was fluttering in front of the audience, receiving guests and birthday wishes. As Harrison settled down, she looked at him fiercely, and immediately turned to greet other guests.

“Miss Livia doesn’t seem to like me,” said Harrison.

“Very obvious,” answered Henry. “I should also say very bad-mannered.”

“She merely objects to my being here at all, Henry,” said Harrison. “She may be justified.” Henry snorted and there was a moment’s silence. “Feel anything, Henry?” asked Harrison.

“No, sir,” was the answer. “What do you mean?”

“Feel anything’s going to happen?” asked Harrison. “Instinct, and that sort of thing, you know?”

“Can’t say I do, sir,” answered Henry.

“Nor do I,” said Harrison. “We’re pretty poor detectives, aren’t we, Henry? If anything is going to happen to-day, it’s not in our bones.”

Henry snorted again and said nothing.

The seats were rapidly filling, and Mrs. Marston herself had appeared and had settled down in the middle of the front row. Next to her was an empty seat, which Harrison conjectured was for the mysterious Miss Williams. He waited eagerly to see it filled and to verify his suspicion of a previous meeting.

Time went on and the whole place was now practically filled. The seats were all occupied except for the one next to Mrs. Marston, and many of the menfolk were standing behind, but still there was no sign whatever of Miss Williams.

A few minutes before the play was timed to start Harrison jumped up and went across to Mrs. Marston.

“I’m keeping my eyes open,” he said, looking at the empty chair.

“That’s for Helen Williams,” replied Mrs. Marston.

“I thought so,” answered Harrison. “Where is she?”

“Poor soul,” said Mrs. Marston, “—although I shouldn’t say that because I’m really rather angry with her. She’s been very foolish, to my mind. She came to me, just at lunch-time, and told me that driving the car had brought her head-ache on again and she was going to lie down. I don’t think she should have gone driving at all if there was any risk of that, do you? I told her to take some aspirin and I would keep a seat for her next to me. I expect she’ll come soon. She knows I shall be really vexed if she misses the play altogether.”

“Quite understandable,” said Harrison.

“I know it’s frightfully mean of me to talk like that,” said Mrs. Marston. “If the poor girl’s got a bad headache I can sympathise with her. Helen is such a dear, and I would hate her to miss just what she is down here for.”

“Miss just what she is down here for,” Harrison repeated to himself, rather impressed by the phrase, and wondered if that could be possible. He was about to speak when Mrs. Marston exclaimed, “They’re beginning,” and so he slipped back to his seat, just as the first group began to make its way out of the wood.

As the group moved steadily across the enclosure and advanced near the spectators it was seen to be composed of diaphanously dressed damsels. Harrison could not make up his mind whether they were meant to represent angels, although Henry seemed quite certain on the point. They marched in stately procession, and one walking alone in the centre was seen to be holding high a dish containing something suspiciously like a table jelly. Behind her walked a girl with a banner bearing the words “Protoplasm, the start of the Marstons.”

A shout of laughter greeted this revelation, and the group slowly wound its way back to the wood from which it had come, and disappeared. Meanwhile Harrison turned his eyes in the direction of Mrs. Marston and noticed that the chair reserved for Miss Williams was still unoccupied.

In a few minutes a roar was heard from the wood and there sprang from it a collection of men and women dressed in prehistoric fashion. They were all uttering wild shrieks, while the men occasionally beat the women or dragged them along the ground.

“I wonder which of them is the Marston in that lot,” said Henry.

“Not very easy to guess,” answered Harrison, “especially as they seem to be keeping right in the distance. Miss Marston seems to have a fund of ideas. Rather working on film lines. First a ‘close-up’, then a ‘long-shot’—I think that’s what they call them. Look, Henry, they’re going back into the wood without coming near us at all.”

As Harrison spoke, the prehistoric band gave a last shriek and, waving their primitive weapons, rushed back, in a confused mass of men and women, to the point from which they had come.

Much amusement was caused when, for the next scene, a Saxon swineherd in appropriate costume, accompanied by a person whom Henry described as “his girl friend”, appeared from the wood driving an unruly collection of pigs. These ran hither and thither all over the field, and some time was needed by willing but inefficient helpers to get them together and pilot them in the direction they should go. Great applause greeted the disappearance of the last pig into the wood. Harrison again looked towards Mrs. Marston and still the chair beside her was vacant.

A stately procession then began to emerge slowly from the wood, to the sound of none too certain trumpets.

“Another ‘long shot,’ Henry, I expect,” said Harrison.

Very soon, behind the small retinue of soldiers, there appeared a man dressed in a conventional cook’s costume, white cap, apron and all, brandishing a long cooking-ladle.

“I don’t think I should have recognised the host I saw at dinner last night,” commented Harrison.

Henry laughed, for behind the cook came a man, in mean clothing and obviously wearing a wig, capering up and down and making mocking gestures at the cook in front of him.

“That’s good,” said Henry.

“Must be a scullion,” said Harrison, “making light relief of his master, the cook.”

The audience roared, and, as if warned thereby, the cook turned round to discover the scullion making one of his most extravagant gestures. More laughter while the cook raised his cooking-spoon angrily and brought it down on the unfortunate scullion’s head. The audience roared again as the scullion tumbled into a heap on the ground and was picked up by two other servants, who carried him off behind the rest of the procession into the wood.

Great applause followed this effort. Miss Marston’s play was turning out a great success.

“Quite good byplay that, Henry,” said Harrison,

“Some sense of humour,” answered Henry, chuckling. “I enjoyed that. Look, here’s another scene.”

A number of ladies and gentlemen in Elizabethan costume came out of the wood and moved up close to the audience. They executed a species of gavotte. Miss Livia, thought Harrison, has realised the need of a little padding to make her show last the required length. After an elegant if somewhat leisurely display, an Elizabethan servant appeared from the wood carrying a box which he brought up to the group.

He took from it a collection of bowls which he placed on the ground. He was followed by a number of gentlemen, led by one who was obviously intended to represent Sir Francis Drake, arm in arm with, presumably, an Elizabethan Marston.

After greeting the company, Sir Francis settled down to his famous game of bowls, and a messenger was just emerging from the wood when Harrison saw a manservant, with a scared face, come quickly through the audience and speak to Mrs. Marston.

Mrs. Marston also looked very scared and the colour left her face as she listened, and she seemed hardly able to regain her composure. She excused herself to her neighbour and, giving an instruction to the servant, moved quickly away.

In a few moments Harrison found the servant standing beside him. “What is it?” he asked in a whisper.

“Mrs. Marston wants you to come at once, sir,” said the man, who still seemed terribly frightened.

Harrison gave Henry a quick look and left his seat. He found Mrs. Marston right behind the spectators.

“What on earth has happened?” he asked.

“Sir Jeremiah,” was all she could say, in a choking voice.

“Something has happened to him?”

“Yes, Mr. Harrison, I had to send for you. They think he’s dead.”

“Good heavens!” said Harrison. “But I thought he was in the play?”

“He was,” answered Mrs. Marston. “My husband must have hit him too hard,” she added, every word seeming difficult.

“You don’t mean to say that—”

“Yes, Mr. Harrison,” she replied, “he was the man they carried off the field. I told you he didn’t want people to know too much about him. He practically insisted on being in a scene with William, and so Livia made him the scullion. She thought that was going to be one of the most amusing scenes in her play.”

“But that blow couldn’t have killed him,” said Harrison. “He must have had a weak heart or something like that.”

“I don’t know,” answered Mrs. Marston, sadly. “My servant said they thought he was dead, and told me that I was wanted at once. Oh, I am glad you are here, Mr. Harrison; you will be a great help to me. Come along.”

She took him by the arm and led him towards a corner of the wood where a path seemed to lead into its depths.

“An accident happens to the King’s scullion,” thought Harrison, “and they think I can be useful. This beats Henry for belief in my efficiency.”




Part II

How







Chapter IV

Miss Williams At Dinner

Harrison followed Mrs. Marston until he came to a rustic summer-house of fairly substantial proportions which was being used as a headquarters for the performers. Here Sir Jeremiah Bamberger had been carried, and they gathered that Dr. Manning, the local practitioner, had also been summoned from the audience and was at that moment inside the summer-house.

“I’ll wait outside for you,” said Mrs. Marston. “You go in and see if you can help.”

“Very well,” answered Harrison.

“And if my husband is there,” she continued, in a low voice, “tell him I am here. He may need me.”

Harrison looked admiringly at the woman for a moment and then went into the summer-house. It was not too light, but he was soon able to distinguish a grey-haired figure, obviously the Dr. Manning mentioned, leaning over a form stretched on a rough garden bench. Beside it stood William Marston, still in his costume of the king’s cook, while on a chair was the cooking-ladle with which the blow had been struck.

“Any hope, doctor?” asked Harrison.

The doctor looked round and, not recognising his questioner, looked up at Marston, as if for permission to answer. Marston half nodded and the doctor stood up and turned to Harrison.

“None, I’m afraid,” was his reply.

“I’m sorry,” said Harrison.

“Instantaneous, I should say,” said the doctor. “A terrible accident.” Marston gave a gulp but said nothing.

“Mrs. Marston is outside, sir,” said Harrison, sympathetically. “I think it would be better to go to her. You can do nothing by staying here.”

“I want to stay,” answered Marston, in a low voice. “What do you think, doctor?” asked Harrison.

“Well, of course, if you don’t mind, Mr. Marston,” said the doctor, with some hesitation, “I think it would be far better for you, for your nerves, indeed for us all, if you went with Mrs. Marston.”

“But I do mind,” said Marston, angrily.

Harrison went to the door and called Mrs. Marston.

“What is it, Mr. Harrison?” she asked.

“Your husband, Mrs. Marston,” he said. “He is feeling the strain very badly. It would be far better for him to leave the summer-house, but he absolutely refuses. We can’t make him go, you know, but I thought that you—”

“Of course, Mr. Harrison,” was the reply. “Poor William. It must have been a terrible shock. And Sir Jeremiah?”

“The worst, I am afraid,” answered Harrison. “That’s why I want to get your husband away. Go up to the house with him and I will soon follow you.”

“But must I go in there?” asked Mrs. Marston, looking into the summer-house.

“I’m afraid so,” answered Harrison. “Your husband needs you.”

Again Harrison had a spontaneous feeling of admiration for the woman who, without another word, walked briskly into the summer-house and went up to her husband.

“Come along, William,” she said. “I want you to come up to the house with me.”

“I’m not going,” was the determined answer.

Mrs. Marston took her husband’s arm and, again saying gently, “Come along,” she led him to the door. Marston, who seemed in a kind of trance, followed obediently and the doctor and Harrison were left alone with the dead man.

“I didn’t like to ask before,” said the doctor, “but I’m sure you will pardon me for not knowing your name. There are so many people down here to-day, you know.”

“Clay Harrison,” was the answer.

“A close friend of the family, I presume,” commented the doctor.

“Hardly,” answered Harrison, with a smile; “but Mrs. Marston is relying on me in certain matters at the moment.”

“Oh,” said the doctor, rather puzzled.

Harrison had gone across to the body and was looking at the wound on the head.

“Curious wound,” he said. “What do you make of it, doctor?”

“A little medicine, too, eh?” said the doctor.

“A little of everything,” said Harrison. “A general practitioner, in life, may I say, doctor?”

“Good,” said the doctor. “An excellent profession, Mr. Harrison. You are certainly right about the wound. I would have expected him to have been hit somewhere where the wig covered the skull. If that had been the case, the blow would have been softened and nothing might have happened—”

“He was killed by the blow? No heart complications or anything like that?”

“I should say not, on a rough examination,” answered the doctor. “The blow was a pretty heavy one, and would have been sufficient to kill, in my opinion. Just where the wig finishes. What is your opinion, Mr. Harrison?”

“I’m afraid I’m not as expert as all that,” said Harrison; “but I can see you have an opinion of your own, doctor?”

“I have, for what it’s worth,” answered the practitioner with a self-satisfied beam. “I should say Marston aimed his blow at Sir Jeremiah, fully intending to hit him on the wig-covered part of his head and therefore unlikely to do any damage. Sir Jeremiah twisted around or slipped or did something similar, and, before Marston could stop himself, he had struck Sir Jeremiah on an unprotected spot.”

“That sounds a reasonable explanation,” said Harrison. “Is that the one Mr. Marston gives himself?”

“He has really said nothing at all,” replied the doctor. “I found him standing here, looking at the body, when I arrived, and there he remained, without saying a word, until you arrived and Mrs. Marston took him away. It must have been a fearful shock to him.”

“Pretty terrible,” said Harrison.

“But no one can blame him,” said the doctor. “It was a pure accident, and one might almost say, if Sir Jeremiah turned round suddenly, he brought it on himself.”

At that moment another person came into the summer-house. It proved to be a young man of about twenty-three or twenty-four. The doctor went towards him and took him by the arm.

“Philip,” he said, “what have they told you?”

“Is it very bad?” asked the young man.

“Very bad, indeed,” replied the doctor.

“Poor father,” said Philip Bamberger, walking over to the bench and kneeling at the side of the body.

“I don’t think you need me any more, doctor,” whispered Harrison. “You’ll look after the boy. I’m going to Mr. and Mrs. Marston.”

“Very well, Mr. Harrison,” said the doctor.

At the name, the young man started and seemed about to say something. He looked again, however, towards his father and was silent. Harrison gave him a look of sympathy. He had been impressed by the manner in which the young man had taken the news and by the sincere affection, unalloyed by hysterical demonstration, he had shown.

Harrison found Mr. and Mrs. Marston walking on the terrace in front of the house.

“Oh, Mr. Harrison,” exclaimed Mrs. Marston, as he came up to them, “what is going to happen now?”

“I’ve made a mess,” said Marston, “and I suppose I shall have to pay for it.”

“I don’t think it’s as bad as that,” said Harrison. “Have you any idea yourself what happened, Mr. Marston?”

“None at all,” answered Marston. “I should never have thought a knock like that would have killed him.”

“You did not strike him very heavily, then?”

“It might have appeared so,” said Marston, looking inquiringly at Harrison; “but really, it was only a playful blow. I can’t believe such a thing has happened.”

“There will have to be an inquest, I suppose?” asked Mrs. Marston.

“I’m afraid so,” answered Harrison; “and the obvious place is in the house here.”

“The sooner it’s over the better,” said Marston.

“I can quite appreciate your position, Mr. Marston,” said Harrison. “Believe me, I want to help as much as I possibly can, but there is little I can do at the moment—except give a piece of advice.”

“What is it?” asked Mrs. Marston. “You know we shall appreciate it, Mr. Harrison.”

“It may sound callous,” answered Harrison, “but you don’t want your daughter’s celebrations to be spoilt. I feel that is the last thing Sir Jeremiah would have wanted, and I expect his son is of the same mind. I think we should agree that a serious accident has taken place, but not a fatal one. Let us assume just for this evening that Sir Jeremiah is not dead but seriously hurt. Get the police to allow the body to be taken to his own home. They will agree to that, I’m certain, and warn the doctor not to talk too much. Do you feel fit enough to do that, Mr. Marston?”

“I must do something,” was the emphatic reply. “I can’t stop here thinking in circles. The more I have to do, the better I shall like it. I think your idea is the best. I don’t like all the pretending, but it would be very hard on Livia if we didn’t.”

“Good,” said Harrison. “And you, Mrs. Marston, must make certain that the servants are all right. Some of them—for example, the man who came up to you—have been told Sir Jeremiah is dead. You must contradict that, for the moment; in my opinion, to-morrow will be quite time enough for the whole tragic business to be known.”

“I will,” said Mrs. Marston. “They’re a good set of servants, taking them all round. I don’t think they can do much harm.”

Mr. and Mrs. Marston went off to their respective duties, and Harrison felt that the all-powerful name of Marston would be enough to get his advice carried out.

Slowly he strolled back to the arena, where the last scenes of the play were being enacted. The audience generally had no idea that anything serious had happened, being still under the impression that the carrying-off of Sir Jeremiah was all a part of a very amusing episode. A burst of laughter greeted a further absurdity from the whimsical mind of Miss Livia Marston as Harrison slipped into his seat beside Henry.

Henry greeted him with terrific excitement. “You’re right, sir,” he exclaimed. “It’s her.”

“Henry, Henry,” said Harrison, reprovingly, “your grammar.”

“But have a look at her, sir,” said Henry. “I should know her anywhere. It must be her.”

“Be careful, Henry,” answered Harrison, looking across at the seat which had been empty for so long. “That lady’s name is Helen Williams.”

“Well, it was Jeanne de Marplay once, I’ll swear, sir,” exclaimed Henry.

“Very difficult to prove.”

“But, sir, look at her. The way she sits, moves. Everything is the same. It must be her.”

“There is an uncanny resemblance, I admit, Henry,” said Harrison. “As attractive as ever, too, so it seems to me.”

“Be careful, sir,” said Henry.

“But it won’t do, Henry,” said Harrison. “You’re the victim of a suggestion I myself made. You know as well as I do the coincidences there are over looks—especially if you are trying to find them. The lady’s name is Helen Williams, and that’s the name she’ll stick to, however much we may say she looks like an old acquaintance of ours.”

“But if she were, sir,” leaded Henry, “that would prove there was something funny going on here.”

“If, if, if, Henry,” said Harrison. “But at present all I know about her is that she is Miss Helen Williams, an exceedingly attractive woman, who is very popular with all the people she meets, who drives at high speed and with great danger to human life all over the countryside, and—”

“And, sir?”

“And prefers the window of her bedroom to the door when she goes out at night.”

“I should say that proves it, sir,” said Henry, triumphantly.

“Henry,” said Harrison, sternly, “you’re jumping again, and this time without any justification. You really mustn’t say things like that. It’s only because you want to prove you’re right that you call it a proof at all. She’s Helen Williams to me, at any rate, until we get some solid facts to show she isn’t.”

Henry, watchful of Harrison’s moods, saw that a hint was implied in these words, so that when the play was over and the guests were dispersing he gave no sign of having imagined that he had seen Miss Williams before. It seemed to him that Harrison passed the lady very closely for the purposes of recognition, but, although she looked at them and seemed even to ask her neighbours who they might be, she did not suggest any previous acquaintance. By the time the dinner-hour was reached the company had gathered that Sir Jeremiah was rather seriously hurt, and were somewhat subdued in consequence. There was no sign of Philip Bamberger at the meal itself, but Mr. and Mrs. Marston made a brave show, and Livia was obviously ignorant of the true position. Harrison watched Marston with the greatest care and saw the strain he was undergoing. Any moment he looked as if he might collapse, but his will-power proved strong enough to keep him going.

Harrison found himself sitting next to Miss Williams and assumed that this had been arranged at her request. Twin sister of Jeanne de Marplay or not, Miss Helen was an exceedingly attractive woman of the very fair and clear-complexioned type. Slim and inclining to tallness, she had a beauty which was not entirely English, in some vague way but which one would hardly have attributed to a Celtic strain, justified by her Welsh name. Her eyes were extraordinarily bright, and she seemed to have a perfect knowledge of their use. There seemed no doubt that she also had no mean knowledge of the power of her physical attractions, and possession of a definite continental smartness in her manner of dress might be added to her other charms.

“It is a great pleasure to meet you, Mr. Harrison,” she began, with a brilliant smile.

“Thank you for a quite undeserved compliment,” was the reply. “But by some stupid mistake, I suppose in the excitement of all these happenings, we haven’t really been introduced. You know my name, I see, but yours—” He left the sentence in the air.

The woman looked at him intently and then smiled again, as if relishing the remark.

“You don’t know me, then?” she asked.

“I’m afraid not,” said Harrison. “I have a vague recollection of having seen your face—”

“Where?”

“Oh, not in the flesh,” he replied. “To have seen you once would be to remember you for all time. I may not be very gallant, but I cannot help saying that yours is an unforgettable face.”

“You are more than gallant, Mr. Harrison, believe me. But I am puzzled. Where could you have seen my face—if not in the flesh?”

“Of course, most people think a detective’s only resource is to spend his time looking at the pictures of wanted criminals—” He paused and looked at the woman, who did not speak for a moment. Her fingers were twitching slightly at her napkin.

“Do you think I resemble someone you know?” she asked, very quietly.

“Good heavens, no!” answered Harrison, with a laugh. “I hope you didn’t take my remark about wanted criminals seriously. You didn’t let me finish. I was only saying that was what people thought detectives did.”

“You’re making fun of me, Mr. Harrison,” said the woman, with a slight tone of annoyance, emphasised by an angry flash of the eyes. “I am not used to that kind of thing, and I certainly object to it.”

“I was never more serious,” answered Harrison. “I am only a very modest kind of detective who does not go often into society. I apologise if I was behaving crudely, but you never gave me the chance to explain myself. I suppose I am rather blunt, but I have had no chance of acquiring the right polish. All I meant to say was that I behave sometimes like a normal human being, and therefore occasionally look at the weekly illustrated papers. I suppose it is there I must have seen photographs of you from time to time.”

“Is that all you meant?” she asked.

“I am afraid women are naturally suspicious,” he said, without directly answering her question; “but I thought I was being really rather flattering.”

“And you don’t even know my name?”

“I am conscience-stricken at having to confess it, but I don’t.”

The woman looked at him again and seemed to be trying to throw the whole of her physical spell around him. “My name is Helen Williams,” she said, and the tone seemed to Harrison like the conscious effort at an overpowering caress.

Mentally Harrison shook himself as if to get free from the insidious influence of the woman, and then he said, “Not the Helen Williams?”

“So you have heard of me, then?” she asked, with another smile, although Harrison felt that she had a feeling of suspicion as well.

“Mrs. Marston talks of no one else. And besides—”

“And what?”

“It is to you I owe the honour of being invited down here.”

“Not quite that, Mr. Harrison.”

“You wouldn’t deny, Miss Williams,” said Harrison, “that you suggested my name to Mrs. Marston?”

“Oh, no, of course I wouldn’t,” she answered. “For a woman, Mr. Harrison, I’m remarkably keen on telling the truth. It saves such a lot of trouble. Try as I may, I find a downright lie so hard to live up to. And besides, people don’t expect the truth, and that makes it all the more amusing when you tell it. Sometimes if it’s unpleasant they just refuse to believe it altogether. You must have done it yourself sometimes?”

“Done what, Miss Williams?”

“Told the truth knowing you were not going to be believed.”

“It depends on my company,” said Harrison. “There are some people—yourself, for example—I wouldn’t risk it with.”

“Is that a compliment?”

“As you like. I have too high a respect for some people’s intelligence to risk it, that’s all.”

“And so you lie?”

“That’s putting it rather harshly, isn’t it?” said Harrison. “And as there can be no unpleasant truth I am likely to tell you, Miss Williams, why worry about it?”

“You fence very neatly, Mr. Harrison,” answered Miss Williams. “But it is fencing, after all. My method may occasionally get me into trouble, but I am afraid I cannot have as much respect for the intelligence of others as you.”

“You may be justified,” said Harrison. “But come back to me. Why did you ask me here?”

“I didn’t ask you here,” was the reply. “You’re Mrs. Marston’s guest.”

“Well, if that’s your idea of telling the truth,” commented Harrison, laughing, “I don’t see much in it.”

“Possibly Mr. Harrison is not now giving me the chance of explaining myself.”

“I’m sorry, Miss Williams.”

“The truth is, Mr. Harrison,” replied Helen Williams, looking intently at him again, “I have heard a great deal about you. I move around a lot, on the Continent as well as in England, and I must say the name of Clay Harrison IS becoming quite a household word. It seems to be better known outside our own country, but it certainly is well known, and I wanted to meet you. So I got Mrs. Marston to invite you down here so that you could be near me during these celebrations. That’s the truth. Don’t you feel flattered?”

“Of course.”

“A pretty weak answer, Mr. Harrison. Many men would give anything to have that said to them by Helen Williams, and really I’m not unusually vain. But possibly you don’t believe me?”

“Of course I do,” said Harrison, more heartily. “But why should Helen Williams be so interested in Clay Harrison?”

“I have already explained that.”

“And the need for me to come down here to do a little of my own work was just an excuse?”

“Quite.”

“I can’t believe that.”

“Why not?”

“You know why Mrs. Marston asked me to come?”

“Of course, to find out something about poor Sir Jeremiah. She suggested vaguely that it would be a good idea—”

“Maybe I did. I can’t remember. But, at any rate. I jumped at it and sang your praises until she invited you.”

“Just a blind, then?”

“You think it unscrupulous of me?”

“Well, I hate being treated as a curiosity.”

“Not quite that, Mr. Harrison,” said the woman, with a delightful laugh. “Still, quite seriously, it was worth even that little deception to get you here.”

“I appreciate your interest, Miss Williams,” said Harrison, gravely, “and of course I feel very flattered. You said, ‘poor Sir Jeremiah’; what did you mean by that?”

Helen Williams raised her eyebrows at the sudden change of the conversation to a direct question.

“Strategy, I suppose, Mr. Harrison,” she said. “This quick change of idea. I expect I said that because he seems to have had a pretty bad time.”

“Not as bad as all that,” said Harrison.

“Really,” commented Miss Williams, incredulously. “I gathered it was serious, if not fatal.”

Harrison looked at her innocently. “Who on earth put that into your head?” he asked.

“General gossip, I suppose,” she replied. “Isn’t it true?”

“Good heavens, no!” said Harrison. “Sir Jeremiah slipped just as Mr. Marston hit him. I shouldn’t be surprised if he is quite all right to-morrow.”

“What a relief,” said Miss Williams, and again looked fixedly into Harrison’s eyes, but found nothing there. “By the way, Mr. Harrison, I wanted to explain one thing to you before we finish dinner. You see, we may not see each other again as I am going off early in the morning.”

“I doubt it,” said Harrison.

“Why?” asked Miss Williams.

“I have taken a leaf from your book, Miss Williams, and have started telling the truth. I doubt whether you will go early in the morning. I have no explanation. I just doubt it, and say so.”

Helen Williams shrugged her exquisite shoulders with impatience. “I trust you will treat me seriously one day, Mr. Harrison,” she said.

“Believe me, I treat you very seriously,” was the answer. “But what on earth could you want to explain to me?”

“Climbing out of my window last night,” said Miss Williams.

Harrison was really surprised and did not attempt to conceal it.

“You don’t mean to say you didn’t see me?” she asked. “I saw you.”

Harrison laughed. “I can understand your wish to explain,” he said.

“You may or may not know that I am a very keen motorist,” said Miss Williams. “You certainly cannot know that I am a bad sleeper. The only thing that really cheers me up when I cannot possibly get to sleep is a run in the car. Of course, that is more difficult in other people’s houses than in one’s own home. It isn’t fair to go wandering about, un-bolting front doors, at two or three in the morning, in a strange house. So, having been given the key of the garage by Mrs. Marston, I go gently out of the window—I have always been pretty active in that way—and trouble nobody.”

“But the risk?”

“The risk to my neck is negligible and the risk of being taken for a burglar is worth running. Nothing has happened up to now, and it wouldn’t be difficult to explain.”

“Does Mrs. Marston know?”

“Of course she doesn’t,” was the reply. “I do it to save her trouble. If she knew she’d insist on getting the whole house up to escort me to the garage.”

“And you did that last night?”

“Exactly,” answered Miss Williams, with a twinkling eye. “I had had a headache and I couldn’t sleep. So I dropped my rope and started to go down. As I passed your window, Mr. Harrison, I looked through a little gap in the curtains—my eyesight is extremely good, you know—and there I saw you, sitting without a light, looking towards me. It gave me quite a shock.”

“I think better in the dark,” said Harrison, rather uncomfortably.

“I nearly decided not to go out at all,” continued Miss Williams; “but I assumed you had seen me and so there was no object in going straight back again. I thought the only thing to do would be to explain things directly I had a chance of talking to you.”

She smiled innocently at him, and Harrison admitted to himself that, whether he had met her before or not, she deserved his highest admiration as a remarkably resourceful woman.

The dinner was just finishing and Livia Marston had pushed back her chair and was coming towards them.

“By Livia’s looks,” said Miss Williams, “it was you, Mr. Harrison, who hit Sir Jeremiah.”

Livia came straight over to them and, touching Miss Williams’ arm, said, “Hurry up, and come along, Helen. I want to talk to you particularly.”

“Very well, Livia,” said Miss Williams, rising. “I’ve had such a pleasant talk with Mr. Harrison.”

“You always had the strangest taste, Helen,” said Livia, moving on and looking at Harrison as if he were some particularly ill-favoured reptile.




Chapter V

Impressions Of An Inquest

Harrison and Henry did not get much time together until early the following evening, when they settled themselves comfortably in Mrs. Marston’s room.

“A wonderful woman,” said Harrison to Henry, as he pulled at a cigar. “I should like to help her if I can, Henry.”

“She’s got enough troubles at the moment, sir,” answered Henry, looking rather too self-conscious in a gaily tapestried armchair. “Husband and daughter, so to speak.”

“Quite right, Henry,” said Harrison. “We must help her somehow.”

“But why can’t we go upstairs, sir,” asked Henry. “Much more home-like—and I could have made the tea.”

“I admit your virtues over tea-making,” replied Harrison; “but really this isn’t bad at all.” He helped himself to a second cup. “And, besides, Miss Williams still occupies the room above us.”

“She can’t hear through the ceiling, sir.”

“But she’s a good climber, Henry,” said Harrison, “and I’m taking no risks. I told Mrs. Marston that I must get somewhere quite undisturbed, and she arranged for me to be here.”

“I don’t see the difference, sir—really I don’t. I should have thought you would have been more likely to be disturbed here, if anything.”

“Mrs. Marston has told the household she is resting here and mustn’t be disturbed,” answered Harrison. “As a matter of fact, her maid is on guard somewhere near the door to keep anyone from coming in. And I have another reason, too—young Bamberger.”

Henry sat up and looked at Harrison with wonder.

“Yes, young Bamberger is coming here to see me,” said Harrison. “As I particularly do not want anyone else in the house to know about it, he will seem to have come to visit Mrs. Marston. The maid has instructions to show him in here, and that’s that.”

“You are being very cautious, sir, if I may say so,” commented Henry.

“One has to be with Miss Helen Williams about,” answered Harrison. “Whether I have seen her before or not, we have already recognised each other as born enemies. I personally think she’s a worthy antagonist, and I trust she thinks the same of me. We are definitely fighting one another, but the difficulty is that I do not know what I am fighting about. I may have one or two wild guesses, but I confess to you, Henry, I am a long way from the truth at present.”

“It’s all very mysterious, sir.”

“It’s more than that, Henry, because we have no idea what the mystery is. I am certain that woman is up to something here, and that’s about all I am certain of.”

Harrison sat and smoked for some minutes in silence. Then he looked at Henry. “Note-book and pencil?” he queried.

“Yes, sir,” answered Henry, settling down to take notes.

“I’m not going to dictate, Henry,” said Harrison. “You will just jot down notes of essential points as we go along.”

“Very well, sir.”

“The inquest was exceedingly interesting, Henry,” said Harrison. “Don’t put that down. That’s for yourself. I didn’t really realise the power of the Marstons in the land until I went to it. In the dining room there was the old coroner, a little afraid of his job, who did his very best to make it as easy as possible for Marston.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I am certain he felt like a very honoured guest in the house,” continued Harrison. “He apologised quite humbly to Marston for being there at all, but, of course, the law—which, after all, makes England a habitable place—demands that an inquest shall follow a case of sudden or violent death, and the law must be obeyed. He seemed to imply that the law was not made for such exalted personages as William Marston, it was really only to cover smaller fry like himself and the rest of the county, but the William Marstons must set an example in these matters. It was a kind of study of English democracy from the county angle.”

“It makes my blood boil,” said Henry, viciously.

“It shouldn’t,” said Harrison. “That’s England, whether you approve or not, Henry. You’re too much of a Londoner to see it. Then he gave a little dissertation for the edification of the Press, on the tragic circumstances of the case. A little picturesque but good, all the same. Tragedy swooping out of the clear sky of a joyous afternoon consecrated to a very happy family occasion. Here he almost bowed to Miss Livia Marston—”

“She was there, sir?”

“Yes, all the time, Henry, spending most of it looking daggers at me. It was even more unfortunate,” he said, “because he gathered that the engagement of Miss Marston and Sir Jeremiah Bamberger’s son was likely to be announced as a climax to the day’s events. Here Mrs. Marston looked at him and he got worried and said ‘perhaps you would prefer the Press not to mention that?’ but Livia gave her mother such a glance that Mrs. Marston shook her head and the coroner smiled feebly on the company and went on again. Believe me, Henry, I have never quite seen anything like it.”

“I don’t know how you stood it, sir.”

“Dr. Manning was the first witness of any importance, and he described how the accident must have happened. Of course, he was very sympathetic to William Marston and, from the brief observation I myself had made of the wound, did not describe it with the utmost accuracy.”

“That’s important, sir.”

“In what way, Henry?”

“I don’t know, sir, but it doesn’t sound right.”

“Henry, I value your judgment, and it may be important from all sorts of points of view, but your reason is pretty useless. After all, the doctor only minimised the weight of the blow. Possibly he thought that it wasn’t fair on Marston to suggest he had given a much harder knock than he had intended. Still, he was inaccurate in other points, too. He said that Bamberger’s heart might have given way under the shock. He didn’t actually say the heart was weak, but he allowed the coroner to infer it, and when the coroner himself jumped at this as a good point, he didn’t deny it. So when the doctor’s evidence was finished we were left with the impression that Bamberger died from an ordinary blow from William Marston: a blow which might not have affected any other man—of course, none of us likes being hit on the head, as the coroner observed to give a little lightness to the proceedings—but which proved fatal to a man with a heart as weak as Bamberger’s.”

“And you didn’t agree, sir?”

“It’s not quite what the doctor said yesterday, Henry, that’s all,” replied Harrison. “Then came William Marston’s turn. The coroner began to exude kindliness. Marston looked fearful. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a man look so haggard and nerve-stricken. Really terrible. The coroner started by talking of his painful duty, and I thought for a moment that William Marston was going to jump up and throttle him. I should have sympathised if he had. But he kept his self-control remarkably well. He answered all the questions clearly and concisely, although one could see the commotion going on inside him. He admitted he was to blame.”

“Did he?”

“Absolutely. Possibly he hit Bamberger too hard. Here the coroner intervened and said that Marston was very chivalrous, but really there was no need to go as far as that. Marston looked quite murderously at the coroner and said he was trying to describe what actually happened. The coroner was duly crushed. But he was certain that the thick wig would protect Bamberger’s head. If Bamberger had not stumbled as the blow came down it would have been all right. But something happened, Marston did not know what, and, instead of hitting Bamberger full on the top of the wig, he hit him on the side of the head. Even then he did not realise anything serious had happened. ‘Of course not,’ said the coroner, comfortingly, and received another unpleasant look from Marston. In their rehearsals Bamberger had made the fall amusingly realistic, and to Marston he was only repeating a very excellent piece of acting. The coroner opened his mouth but thought it wiser to say nothing. Of course, Marston added, directly he knew something was wrong he did all he possibly could, but he might say that he would have given anything for it not to have happened, and the ghastly memory of such an act, even if it was unintentional, would be with him as long as he lived.”

“A very complete story, sir,” said Henry.

“Very,” echoed Harrison.

“What do you mean, sir?” asked Henry.

“Completer than it was yesterday,” answered Harrison. “And we must leave it at that. That may be only natural. He was stunned when he realised what had happened, and his memory is obviously much fresher to-day.”

“You don’t really think that, sir?”

“It’s logical, Henry, at any rate,” replied Harrison. “My own thoughts are anything but logical at present. Let’s get back to the inquest. Then they called Miss Livia. A kind of formal business just to prove who was organiser of the show and the idea of the scene in question, the cooking-ladle and all that. The coroner did suggest that it was a dangerous sort of scene and that people who organised such shows should really refrain from including acts of violence, because pretending was all very well but accidents did sometimes happen, as this case proved.”

“l should think that pleased Miss Livia,” said Henry, with a chuckle.

“She muttered something like ‘Nonsense’ or ‘Old fool’ or a similar remark, but no one really heard it, so that passed off all right. The real note of discord appeared when young Bamberger asked if he could say something.”

“What happened, sir?”

“Well, the coroner looked at him with a stony glare until someone told him who Bamberger was, and then he smiled in the most fatherly manner and said ‘Certainly, my poor boy.’ Young Bamberger, looking very uncomfortable but sticking to his guns—I must say I like the look of that young man—said that all he wanted to say was that there was no sign of a weak heart about his father. He was sorry to have to take any part in the proceedings at all, but he felt he must say that.”

“That made Marston feel uncomfortable?”

“I don’t know,” answered Harrison, “but the coroner was furious. He must have thought that this was a kind of sinister accusation against his beloved Marston. He asked young Bamberger rather sharply if he was contesting the evidence of Dr. Manning. Young Bamberger said that, of course, he wasn’t, but his father had had his heart examined by a London specialist only a few weeks before and was told that it was as sound as a bell—nothing wrong whatsoever. Manning jumped up, but the coroner motioned him to sit down again. It was his inquest and nothing was going to interfere with his running it. Again he adopted the kindly mother-love tone to young Bamberger and explained that he sympathised with him very deeply. There was no reason why any of them should doubt either the specialist or Dr. Manning. The men of medicine understood the human body and it was their job as laymen to bow to their opinion. He knew Bamberger meant no reflection on Dr. Manning’s character, but he also knew that the young man had no intention of setting his opinion on medical matters against that of the doctor. Was he right?”

“Marvellous, sir,” said Henry. “Of course everyone agreed he was right.”

“Young Bamberger didn’t say anything, so he gathered he was right. He added that as a coroner he was perfectly satisfied, and facts have to be pretty clear, he hinted, for any coroner to be in that delectable state. Thus was peace restored, but it was nearly broken again, Henry, because of a certain Clay Harrison.”

“What did you say, sir?”

“Nothing, Henry,” was the reply. “It may sound quite unlike me, but that was my contribution.”

“But how did that affect the inquest?”

“Well, Henry, the coroner was just going to round things off when Mrs. Marston looked at me and then at him, and boldly explained that they had a great London detective in the room who was down there by sheer chance for the play and had been able therefore to get an impression of the whole tragic business. He had even been one of the first to see poor Sir Jeremiah after the accident. Both she and Mr. Marston wanted everything cleared up in the most thorough manner possible, and she thought, if Mr. Clay Harrison had anything to say, it might be an excellent thing to hear it.”

“Splendid woman,” said Henry.

“The coroner did not think so. He had to be courteous to Mrs. Marston and he thanked her for her suggestion, but, although he and such country folk could not claim the penetrating intelligence of Mr. Harrison, who doubtless had performed miracles of sensational detection, he thought their native common sense was sufficient to deal with a problem of this simple character. While appreciating the offer, he felt it unnecessary to call on Mr. Harrison, although he was certain Mr. Harrison would not follow the example of so many detectives in fiction—here he smiled as if sure of the proper reception of a polite jest—and find a mystery where none could possibly be discovered. Even Marston almost smiled at that. Miss Livia was obviously more than satisfied. Mrs. Marston was duly sat upon and Clay Harrison was silent.”

“I should like to meet that coroner,” said Henry.

“I don’t think you would,” answered Harrison. “He might almost be described as dangerous. Then he found that it was a case of death by misadventure, was sympathetic with both families, and would only conclude by saying that he really thought that by a certain age—which he did not specify—people should give up indulging in private theatricals of such a character.”

“What would you have said, sir,” asked Henry, “if you had been called upon?”

“Exactly the same, Henry,” was the reply. “Nothing at all. What was there to say? It was obviously a case of accidental death, wasn’t it? I waited a moment while the others went out of the room and, when I followed, I saw Miss Livia giving Miss Helen Williams an animated description in the corridor. Strange how that young woman objects to me. She was undoubtedly giving a glowing account of my discomfiture, and, as I passed, Miss Williams gave me a malicious smile. I should have said a triumphant smile if I did not think such a word entirely out of place. Still, Miss Livia being occupied in this way gave me a chance to get hold of young Bamberger, who was waiting in the hall for her. He showed no particular inclination to be pleasant either, but I believe he did realise how important I thought it was that I should have a quiet word with him, and I even eventually persuaded him to come along here as soon as possible.”

“Is that all, sir?”

“Just one thing more, Henry. The butler. Now in most of the thrillers I have seen on the stage, the butler is a very sinister character. This one was the very reverse. An old family servant who had possibly been with the Marstons in some capacity all his life. He sat by the door of the dining-room during the inquest—as a kind of sentry, I suppose. The point is this, Henry, I never saw a man look so uncomfortable during the proceedings as he did. He looked nervously at the coroner and then at Marston and then at the floor. The whole time he seemed to be on tenterhooks. Most extraordinary!”

“He may have been very attached to Mr. Marston, sir,” said Henry. “A servant like that would feel almost as bad as his master about it.”

“I thought of that, Henry,” answered Harrison. “But I don’t think it was quite that. He seemed to me to have some sort of vague fear. He certainly had something on his mind, and when I had finished with Bamberger in the hall he started coming up to me. Then he seemed to think better of it, and he turned quickly round and made full speed for the servants’ door. The poor old thing really was in a nervy state. I want to know why.”

“You could ask him, sir,” said Henry.

“I doubt whether that would do any good,” replied Harrison. “I suppose I must wait until he feels like it, and then it may not mean anything. And now, Henry, what do you know?”

“Miss Williams’ things are packed and she is leaving this evening.”

“Was she annoyed when they told her to stay until after the inquest?”

“Her maid said she was, sir. Thought it was all nonsense and had upset all her plans.”

“Where is she going?”

“Magenta Hotel, West Kensington.”

“Good!” commented Harrison. “Anything else?”

“I went to the ‘Sun,’ sir. The foreigners had gone. They went at lunch-time yesterday in a car. That seems to be all.”

“What about the ‘Head’?”

“I asked the landlord about him, sir, but he couldn’t tell me anything. The foreigners persuaded him to go bed before the man arrived. They said they would let him in and lock up the front door. The landlord wasn’t very keen, I gathered, but he said, rather feebly, that one has to be tactful with these foreigners.”

“Threatened him, I suppose?”

“That’s certainly what it sounded like, sir,” said Henry. “The landlord being rather curious, got up in good time and took along some tea to the ‘Head’s’ room. As you might have expected, there was no ‘Head.’ The bed had been slept in, but the foreigners explained that he had had to leave early as well, so they let him out as well as let him in.”

“Does that sound queer to you, Henry?”

“I don’t know what to think, sir,” answered Henry. “Queer things seem to have happened all around here.”

“Nothing else, Henry?”

“Nothing.”

“Well, then, let us try and take stock for a little and see where we are, for our visitor may arrive at any moment. The most interesting point is still that we are here at all—and here because Miss Williams wanted us to be here. Our visit coincides with that of a gentleman known to his friends as the ‘Head’. At the same time Miss Williams leaves her bedroom by the window to go for a drive in a motor-car.”

“A funny time to do it, sir.”

“Yes, Henry, but she had a headache and couldn’t sleep. She told me so herself with the utmost frankness. She didn’t want to disturb the whole household, so she went down by a rope. Very thoughtful, Henry.”

“Very fishy, I call it, sir.”

“And where did she go, Henry?”

“You think she did go to the ‘Sun,’ sir?”

“Not a bad idea, Henry.”

“Maybe, Henry,” said Harrison, but his smile was one of approval. “The coincidence is very strong, isn’t it? We’re accusing this very attractive lady of shocking things, Henry, you know—a midnight assignation and foreigners and all that. But it does fit just a little, doesn’t it?”

“Two pieces of a very large puzzle, I should say, sir.”

“You’re right, Henry; and if two pieces seem to fit right at the beginning, it’s a great encouragement to go on, isn’t it? Because then you believe it is a puzzle you might be able to solve. Then we have William Marston.”

“I can’t fit him in anywhere, sir.”

“Three pieces straight away is expecting a great deal, Henry; and, after all, he may be no part of the puzzle. Something has been going on here which we don’t understand. Miss Williams seems to think our presence may be useful. All the coincidences seem to be working mightily well until Marston hits Bamberger on the head. Now, Henry, did this unfortunate business upset their plans, and is the whole plot now over? Was it something they were planning in connection with Bamberger, and then, by sheer bad luck, did Marston queer the pitch?”

“That’s a possible solution, sir.”

“Then Miss Williams has wasted her time.”

“I suppose so, sir.”

“If she has, Henry, she’s a thundering good actress. She was amazingly pleasant to me last night and did not look at all like a disappointed woman. Rather the opposite. And she isn’t the sort of woman who wastes her time.”

“But we haven’t got our third piece, sir.”

“No, Henry, but we have two more points to consider. The foreigners at the ‘Sun’ went at lunch-time. You are certain of that?”

“Absolutely.”

“So the accident—as it happened afterward—could not have affected their plans, as far as we may assume.”

“No, sir.”

“And that butler, Henry?”

“Well, sir?”

“He wasn’t satisfied about something. They don’t fit, Henry, but I am certain they are pieces.”

“You don’t suggest, sir—” started Henry, excitedly.

“I don’t suggest anything, Henry,” said Harrison. “I think I hear my visitor.”

Philip Bamberger came into the room somewhat hesitatingly. The rings round his eyes showed how deeply he had been affected by his father’s death, but his composure was such that there were no traces whatever of emotion. He looked at Harrison in a hostile manner, but there was a frankness and honesty about his eyes which confirmed the opinion Harrison had already formed of him.

“You were so insistent, Mr. Harrison, that I felt I had to come,” said Philip; “but I can’t see what use it will be to either of us.”

“A great deal, I hope,” answered Harrison. “Sit down and let us talk a bit. You don’t trust me, do you?”

“How can I when I know why you came here?”

“Miss Marston told you I had come to spy on you and your father.”

“Well—” said Philip, reddening a little.

“‘Spy’ would be the word she used?” persisted Harrison.

“What else would you call it?” asked Philip, sharply.

“Very well,” replied Harrison. “Let us agree that it was the right word. You know my work. I’m paid to make inquiries. Mrs. Marston wanted me to inquire, and that is all there is to it. An anxious parent, especially with an only girl, has a right to make inquiries about her future husband. I respect Miss Marston’s loyalty to you, but I also think her mother acted quite reasonably.”

“Of course, if you want to excuse yourself—” said Philip, distantly.

“I don’t,” answered Harrison. “And if you feel like that, there’s no use talking. If you don’t want to trust me, Mr. Bamberger, I have nothing more to say to you. Good afternoon.”

This was said so sternly that even Henry felt sorry for the young man, who sat in his seat, bewildered, seemingly unable to make any movement. “I liked the look of you directly I saw you,” Harrison went on more gently. “I sympathise with you most deeply, and I would hate to give you more pain than that you are bearing at present. I did not want to force this interview on you, but I sincerely wanted to help you. Do you believe that?”

The young man looked fixedly in front of him.

“I won’t worry you any more,” said Harrison, “I assure you, unless you feel you can trust me. But I hope you can trust me. It may mean so much to us all.”

The young man was silent for a while and then looked frankly into Harrison’s face. “I don’t understand what you’re driving at, Mr. Harrison,” he said; “but I believe you are sincere about something. I do trust you, and I am very sorry I was rude to you.”

“Thank you, Mr. Bamberger,” replied Harrison. “You are generous and make me feel rather mean, but I need your help so much, much more than you can realise at present.”

“I don’t see why?” said Philip, looking intently at him.

“I am sorry to have to refer to a painful subject,” said Harrison; “but are you certain your father’s heart was all right?”

“Positive,” answered the young man.

“And you were really puzzled by the doctor’s statement?”

“Puzzled is a mild way of putting it,” exclaimed Bamberger, heatedly. “I was really annoyed. It was almost like suggesting that Father helped to—” The young man broke off.

“Then you can understand that I was puzzled too.”

“You were puzzled?”

“Yes, Mr. Bamberger,” answered Harrison. “Now I’m going to be quite frank with you. There’s something strange in the whole of this business. I don’t know what it is at present, but I’m going to find out. I think it’s only fair to you that I should. That’s why I want to help.”

“But I can’t imagine what you are suggesting,” said Bamberger. “It was a terrible accident.”

“A terrible accident,” echoed Harrison.

“You’re not suggesting it wasn’t an accident?”

“I don’t know what to think,” replied Harrison.

“But Mr. Marston couldn’t have done such a thing.”

“Very well,” said Harrison.

“But you can’t cast doubts like that without some evidence, Mr. Harrison?”

“I am only saying at present that there is something strange about the whole thing, Mr. Bamberger. You said you would trust me. If there is anything in my ideas you would like to be certain, wouldn’t you?”

“Of course I would,” answered Bamberger. “But this is rather a shock. Mr. Marston wouldn’t do a thing like that. Why, it’s—it’s murder.”

“I’m not going as far as that,” said Harrison. “I’m not even suggesting it, but there’s something behind this business. Something in the background. I am certain it is not just the simple accident it appears to be.”

“Then there’s no other solution,” said Bamberger.

“We’ve got to be satisfied,” said Harrison emphatically. “You’ve got to be satisfied. Haven’t you?”

“I suppose I have,” answered the young man. “But Livia’s father!”

“I may be wrong,” said Harrison. “I trust I am, but I need your help. I must go back to London as soon as possible, and so I want you to keep an eye on Mr. Marston for me.”

“I can’t,” Philip answered decisively.

“You must,” said Harrison.

The young man looked at him, wavered and did not answer.

“You must watch Mr. Marston, particularly when he is out of the house,” continued Harrison; “And if anything unusual happens you must telegraph to me.” Harrison took out his case and passed Bamberger a card. “You understand?”

The young man still did not answer, but took the card mechanically.

“Another point,” said Harrison. “Where did the costumes for the play come from?”

Henry looked at his master. The tone in which this question was asked was a very clear indication that Harrison had some definite theory in his mind and had worked out a way of following it up.

“Spoker’s somewhere off the Strand,” answered Bamberger, immediately. “I wrote to them for Livia. I did all that side of the work for her. Good people, too.”

“Excellent,” said Harrison. “Of course you won’t mention this talk to anyone else.”

“What about Livia?” asked the young man, quickly.

“Least of all to her,” answered Harrison.

“I only wanted to tell her I had changed my opinion about you, Mr. Harrison, that is all,” said Philip.

“Better not,” answered Harrison. “Although I appreciate your suggestion—you are a very generous young man, Mr. Bamberger. But it would suit me very much better if Livia kept her very poor opinion of me—” again Henry felt that Harrison’s tone implied the working out of some carefully considered plan—“you may be too honest to aid and abet her but I trust you not to try to alter it. Let her keep it.”

“She will,” answered Bamberger, with the strongest conviction.




Chapter VI

Admiral Benbow

By noon on the next day Harrison and Henry were back in the chambers in the Temple, not without a great sigh of relief on the part of the latter. Harrison had left Penstoke with some difficulty. Mrs. Marston’s attitude towards him was, in Henry’s words “a nice person to have about the house,” and she told him that she was willing to pay him any reasonable fee to stay for a few days to continue “keeping an eye on things.” Harrison had remarked that his efforts in that direction had been so useless up to that point that he could find no earthly excuse for staying, much as he would like to.

Mrs. Marston felt that he would be a very great help to herself and her husband in such a trying time; their nerves were so unsettled that a steadying influence like his would be invaluable. Harrison had said that he appreciated the compliment, but he wondered whether really Mr. Marston was as enthusiastic about retaining him as his wife.

“I don’t think he wants you to stay, Mr. Harrison, to be quite honest,” said Mrs. Marston; “and that is partly why I do. His nerves have been so badly shaken that I should feel very much happier if you were here with me.” Harrison had replied that he would have stayed if he really thought he could have helped, but he was needed in London, and he was certain Mrs. Marston understood her own powers with her husband. If, however, he dispatched his business in London quickly he promised he would come back. Mrs. Marston seemed relieved at this promise, and said that if she felt she needed him urgently she would send for him, all the same.

As he left the house, Harrison had noticed that Livia Marston was standing near the front door, and the moving off of the car was responsible for a look of unalloyed satisfaction on her face. “I hardly ever remember having earned such hatred,” he mused. “Even if she is so extraordinarily in love with the young man that the thought of my being here on the errand Mrs. Marston mentioned drives her to fury, somebody else has thrown some fuel on the fire as well. I’d swear to that.”

On his arrival, Henry immediately started a minute survey of the chambers and studied every object with the greatest care.

“What’s the trouble, Henry?” asked Harrison, settling down to his desk. “Burglars?”

“I don’t know yet, sir,” answered Henry, continuing his investigations.

“Detection starts at home, Henry,” said Harrison. “Are you giving yourself a lesson?”

“I must see that everything’s all right, sir.”

“Well, hurry up and do it,” replied Harrison. “I shall get annoyed if you go on fidgeting about like this all day.”

“It’s got to be done, sir.”

“What’s got to be done?” asked Harrison, rather sharply.

“It’s worse than burglars, sir,” answered Henry; “but I think it’s all right.”

“Don’t talk nonsense, Henry.”

“It isn’t nonsense, sir,” said Henry. “It’s her.”

“Who?”

“That Miss Williams, Jeanne de Marplay’s twin sister, or whatever you like to call her.”

“You don’t think she’s been here.”

“No, sir, I don’t think she has, but I shouldn’t have been surprised.”

“Henry, your imagination is running riot. Come down to earth. We have a lot to do to-day.”

“I’ve been trying to tell you before, sir, but I didn’t know how,” said Henry, hesitatingly; “that woman flirted with me last night.”

“Good heavens, Henry, what a shocking thought,” said Harrison, with a roar of laughter.

“It is shocking, sir,” said Henry, mournfully.

“But tell me all about it, Henry,” said Harrison. “This is too wonderful. Another in your gallery of conquests—and really a remarkable one.”

“It’s no laughing matter, sir,” answered Henry. “It’s very serious.”

“I’m sorry, Henry,” said Harrison. “I won’t laugh. But it is rather a surprise.”

“It was to me, sir, I can tell you,” said Henry. “I was wandering about the hall while you were having dinner and down came this Miss Williams, all ready to go to the station. I suppose her maid was putting her things in the car. We two were all alone in the hall.”

“Very dangerous, Henry.”

“It was, sir,” said Henry. “Seeing her coming, I strolled, unconcernedly like, to the fireplace and looked at the flowers there. Then she called ‘Henry,’ if I may say so, in a most endearing tone, sir.”

“How charming of her.”

“It wasn’t, sir. I knew she was up to some game, so, very respectfully and coldly at the same time, I said, ‘I don’t think we know each other, ma am’.”

“And what did she say?”

“She came across the room with such a smile, all flirting she was, sir, I swear it and I didn’t encourage her—and she said, ‘I know you, Henry, Mr. Harrison has told me all about you’.”

“Oh!” said Harrison.

“As she dragged you into it, sir, I didn’t know what to do, so I just bowed. ‘You needn’t be so distant, Henry,’ she said. ‘I know you and I know you are interested in me because you’ve been talking to my maid.’ I started apologising but she stopped me at once. ‘I’m not annoyed, Henry. I like it from people like you,’ and she gave me another of her smiles.”

“Pretty good, Henry.”

“But she’s not my type, sir; you know she isn’t. That sort of thing doesn’t impress me—” Harrison smiled—“but she had rather caught me and so I suppose I looked a bit kinder than I had been looking. She told me she liked that better. She would like me much better, too, if I talked to her instead of her maid. If I wanted her address she would be only too pleased to give it to me. Magenta Hotel she was going to, and if I cared to come and see her there she would he only too delighted.”

“Better still, Henry.”

“Then she said that it was rather a shame to tease me—tease me, sir—and that I must think it very forward of her to ask me to come and see her, but, after all, that could be the only reason I wanted her address. Did I think it very forward? I felt such a fool, sir, because I had to answer ‘No.’ What else could I have done?”

“Very difficult, Henry.”

“Thank you, sir,” answered Henry. “I’m glad you agree, at any rate. Then she said she must be going. I mustn’t forget to come and see her because—and these were her very words—‘the eyes of Helen , Henry,’ she said, ‘will be on you wherever you are. They will always be watching you although you do not know it. So you won’t forget, I know you won’t.’ And she actually kissed her hand to me as she went out of the door, sir.”

“Well, I think you’ve been very lucky, Henry,” said Harrison. “And it’s because she said she had her eyes on you that you searched through the rooms?”

“Exactly, sir.”

“A wise precaution, Henry,” said Harrison. “She is a very remarkable woman.”

“That woman haunts me, sir,” said Henry, pathetically.

“Well, don’t brood on it,” commented Harrison. “We’ve a great deal to do, and first for the worthy Spoker.”

“The costume man?”

“Yes. Look him up in the telephone directory, Henry, and we’ll go round at once.”

Henry found the address and they went out together into the Strand. In a side turning they found the shop of Spoker. It was quite a smart looking little place with odd costumes temptingly displayed in a very clean window. An outfit for a Knight Templar nested near that of an Ottoman tyrant, and jewellery of the most radiant, if rather exotic characters, sparkled from every corner.

“The wealth of the Orient, Henry,” said Harrison.

“Paste,” said Henry, decisively.

Harrison went in, followed by Henry, and found a little middle-aged man with a well-trimmed beard and bright heady eyes moving jerkily among the stock as if his nerves were not in the best of order.

“Mr. Spoker?” asked Harrison.

“You certainly are speaking to Mr. Spoker,” answered the little man. “At present the entire staff of Spoker’s. And what can I do for you?”

“I wanted to see you, Mr. Spoker,” said Harrison, “because I have just come back from Penstoke.”

“Most unfortunate,” said Spoker, with emphatic sadness; most of his emotions seemed over-emphasised. “I read of it in the papers. I don’t know the Marstons but still—”

“You furnished the costumes, I believe?” asked Harrison.

“That is so,” answered Spoker. “So I take quite a professional interest.” He smiled gloomily at his own wit.

“I liked those costumes,” said Harrison.

“I’m glad of that,” answered Spoker. “A little comfort on a dismal day, Mr—”

“Harrison,” he was told.

“Mr. Harrison,” said Spoker. “A good name. I knew an actor named Harrison. A good actor, too, but he couldn’t wear a sword. It is curious that some people can wear a thing and some can’t. I’ve often noticed it in my work. And the people who particularly want to wear a thing are usually those who can’t. Now this Harrison fancied himself with a sword and yet the wretched thing always seemed to get between his legs. You can’t think of the number of devices I had to invent to keep that sword in its proper place. But, mind you, he was a good actor.”

“I’m certain he was,” said Harrison, while Henry fretted at the uselessness of such a conversation. “But why is the day so dismal, Mr. Spoker?”

“You may well ask me that, Mr. Harrison,” said Spoker, melodramatically. “You may well ask me that, and I can answer it too.”

“Why not get on with it,” muttered Henry to himself. “He’d talk a customer out of the shop.”

“I said I was the entire staff of Spoker’s,” continued the little man, “and I meant was. Quite deserted—no help for days. It is almost beyond imagination. I can hardly credit it myself. And all through tender-heartedness. Christian feeling for another human being.”

“I am sorry to hear that,” said Harrison, sympathetically.

“I appreciate your sentiment,” answered Spoker in the tones of a martyr. “I fear to bore you with my troubles, and yet, as they used to say in the ‘Arabian Nights’ when they started telling a story, they are singular.”

“I should be honoured to hear them,” said Harrison, while Henry smothered a groan.

“I likewise appreciate your good judgment,” replied Spoker. “I have a man named Harrow—one George Harrow—who has worked for me for longer years than I can count, and he is the most faithful creature in the world. Knows the stock backwards, remembers the price of things and never rubs a customer up the wrong way.”

“Ideal, I should say,” commented Harrison.

“You have used the exact word,” said Spoker. “Ideal he was and ideal I hope he will long continue to be. Last week this ideal creature comes to me and says he is ill. Nothing serious, run down and needs a rest. ‘Take a rest, then, George,’ is my immediate reply. But he said no, he would not leave the shop for me to run alone. That was ideal, too. I told him not to be foolish, but I must admit I saw the force of his argument. Then he said he had a friend who would take his place for a week—a bit of a foreigner, but knew all about costumes and, if I agreed, he would make the necessary arrangements.”

“Very useful,” said Harrison.

“George was always like that,” answered Spoker. “Indeed, his friend was waiting round the corner and he would fetch him. He was just a bit foreign-looking, but he called himself Smith and spoke English all right, so I fixed it up. I’ve got no grudge against foreigners myself. You can’t stop war if you have, can you? And I’m against war, although I stock uniforms. So off went George and I found myself saddled with Smith. He knew nothing about the business but he seemed willing, and he explained that he had told George he knew all about it because he needed work. George is not very good at character; but who is, for the matter of that?”

“I should have thought you were better at it than George, Mr. Spoker,” said Harrison.

“Maybe that’s true,” answered Spoker, “but I wouldn’t criticise George. I will admit that I did not feel enthusiastic about Mr. Smith, but George is very kind-hearted, and that is a law unto itself. I must say this Smith worked hard enough and earned his money, but was suspicious, and justified indeed I was. The day before yesterday he just didn’t appear at all. I waited and then settled down to run the shop myself. You didn’t think I was going to worry George, did you? I had given him a week’s rest, and he was going to have it. If his friends let him down that wasn’t his fault.”

“You’re very kind, Mr. Spoker.”

“Only human,” said Spoker, solemnly. “But you could have taken my breath away yesterday morning when I found Smith in the stockroom, working away as if nothing had happened. And whistling, mark you, Mr. Harrison—whistling as if nothing had happened. He even wished me good morning in the most friendly way. I asked him if he was Rip Van Winkle. Possibly I was more sarcastic than I should have been, but I was really getting very angry. He smiled at me and said, ‘Now don’t be rude’. Can you imagine it, Mr. Harrison?”

“Honestly I can’t,” answered Harrison, while Henry chuckled to himself.

“So then I said exactly what I thought,” said Spoker. “I am very fluent when I am in that mood, Mr. Harrison, and I let him have it. I feel I was justified. It was really quite intolerable. And then he went. I suppose I can’t blame him. I should have done the same. But he went on smiling and said something rude about the shop. That’s all, Mr. Harrison, but it is not a pleasant thing to happen.”

“Certainly not,” answered Harrison. “But what about George?”

“I shan’t worry him as he will be back in a day or two, and he’ll be as upset as I was about it. George is too kind-hearted, that’s the trouble; and I know he’ll be terribly upset when he hears I have been so grossly let down. Really, I’m almost more sorry for George than I am for myself. And that’s saying a good deal.”

“It is tiresome, Mr. Spoker, I agree,” said Harrison; “and possibly I had better not worry you?”

“No worry, Mr. Harrison. Business is business,” answered Spoker. “I am afraid it is I who have worried you. What can I do for you?”

“I want to see a costume like that worn by Mr. Marston,” said Harrison.

“Nothing easier,” was the reply.

He led them to the back of the shop and down a flight of stairs into a basement. Here all the available wall space was fitted with deep cupboards. The cupboards had sliding doors, and as Spoker pushed one of these back Harrison could see costumes of all kinds neatly arranged on hooks or hangers.

“Here we are,” said Spoker. “A very popular costume, Mr. Harrison.” He pointed to where a number of chefs’ costumes were hanging up. Then he suddenly stopped and gazed open-mouthed at the costumes. “Good Lord!” he exclaimed.

“What’s the matter, Mr. Spoker?” asked Harrison.

“Look,” said Spoker, pulling out a chef’s costume and spluttering with anger.

“Not as clean as it might be,” said Harrison.

“Filthy, filthy,” shouted Spoker. “This is the last straw. If I could lay hands on that man it—”

“What do you mean, Mr. Spoker?” asked Harrison

“I haven’t many rules in this place, Mr. Harrison,” said Spoker, quickly, “but I do insist on mv costumes being clean when they are put away. It isn’t fair on your customers to keep them about dirty. Look at it, just look at it—and all among the clean ones too. This is really too much.”

“I should like to look at it,” said Harrison.

“And so should I,” said Spoker, dragging out the costume. “I’ve never heard of such a thing. No more of George’s friends for me. I can’t tell you how upset I feel, Mr. Harrison. My cupboards are spotless. Or they were. And this sort of thing to happen.”

“Do you think he put any more away like this?” asked Harrison.

“Good heavens, you don’t suggest—” said Spoker, breathless and going purple.

“You never know,” answered Harrison, holding the costume up.

“Good Lord, good Lord,” cried Spoker, dashing round the room, opening cupboard after cupboard. Meanwhile Harrison was quickly feeling in each of the pockets of the soiled chef’s costume, and Henry noticed that he transferred—“like a genuinely trained pickpocket,” said Henry afterwards—something from one of them to a pocket of his own.

“Nothing else,” said Spoker, with a sigh of relief as he opened the last cupboard. “That’s the only one.”

“Good!” said Harrison. “Now, Mr. Spoker, I want to tell you something. I hope you will forgive me if I’ve rather deceived you.”

“What on earth’s the matter now?” asked Spoker, anxiously.

“Well, all the talk about Marston was bluff,” answered Harrison. “I’m really on the track of the man who calls himself Smith.”

“A detective?”

“Some people are kind enough to call me that,” said Harrison. “I am making inquiries for a private person.”

“What’s Smith’s real name?” asked Spoker.

“I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to tell you, Mr. Spoker,” answered Harrison; “but he’s not a pleasant character.”

“There’s no doubt of that,” answered Spoker. “I could have told you that myself.”

“You have told me a great deal, and it may be very valuable,” said Harrison. “And there’s a favour I want to ask you. Please don’t have this costume cleaned, but keep it as it is until I have finished my inquiries.”

“I don’t want to be dragged into any court cases, Mr. Harrison,” said Mr. Spoker decisively. “I know these lawyers, and I don’t trust them. Wig and gown’s not a bad fancy-dress, but I see them walking about the street near here and I keep away from them. Too many of my friends have been stung in that way.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Mr. Spoker,” said Harrison. “But it is important, and I won’t drag you into anything if I can possibly help it. Will you do it?”

“But it seems so unnecessary, Mr. Harrison,” objected Spoker.

“It is very important,” answered Harrison.

“But it isn’t a criminal offence to put a costume back dirty—although I wish it was.”

“Still, it’s important in connection with Mr. Smith,” replied Harrison. “And you don’t love him, do you, Mr. Spoker?”

“I certainly don’t,” said Spoker viciously. “I’ll do it.”

“What did Mr. Smith look like?”

“Nothing out of the ordinary. I told you he seemed a bit foreign.”

“What about his face?”

“Well—” said Spoker, hesitatingly, and said no more.

“No distinctive feature?” asked Harrison.

“It may sound absurd, Mr. Harrison,” answered Spoker, “but I can’t for the life of me recall what he looked like.”

“Not unusual, Mr. Spoker,” said Harrison, but his tone of voice did not carry conviction to Henry. Even he thought that Mr. Spoker admitting his inability to describe anything was slightly unusual.

“And one other thing,” asked Harrison, “George’s address.”

“Poor George. Must you drag him in?”

“I must find out how much he knows about Mr. Smith.”

“But can’t you wait until he comes back?”

“It’s vital that I should see him as soon as possible,” replied Harrison. “I must lay this Mr. Smith by the heels before he does any more harm.”

“I suppose you’re right,” said Spoker. “But poor George is so trusting. Don’t worry him too much, Mr. Harrison.”

“I promise you I won’t,” answered Harrison. “And you won’t forget about the costume?”

“Certainly not,” said Spoker, preceding them up the stairs.

Harrison left the shop armed with George’s address, which was in the neighbourhood of Camden Town, and, followed by Henry, made for the Hampstead “tube” at Charing Cross.

“Progress,” said Harrison.

“I don’t see it, sir,” answered Henry. “Mr. Spoker was a bore, and I shouldn’t have thought his friend Smith was much more amusing.”

“He is, Henry, I can assure you,” said Harrison. “Extremely amusing.”

Henry said nothing, feeling that Harrison was definitely on the track of something important although he could not guess what it was, and hardly a word was spoken until they found themselves in front of a small villa in a row of villas of hideously similar proportions.

Harrison knocked on the door and it was opened by a nondescript-looking individual with a scared look in his eyes.

“Harrow?” asked Harrison.

“What do you want?” said the man, his scared look turning to terror.

“I have come in connection with Mr. Smith,” said Harrison.

The man’s face took on a green tint and he started shaking violently.

“Now, Mr. George Harrow,” said Harrison, sternly, “you are going to tell me the truth.”

“I will, sir, I will,” answered the man in an abject manner. “Come inside and I will.”

Harrison and Henry followed him into a small suburban sitting-room of fearsome decoration, heavy atmosphere and extreme discomfort.

“I’ve been worried ever since I did it,” said George Harrow, pathetically. “I’m thoroughly ashamed of myself.”

“What did you do?” asked Harrison.

“I will tell you the truth, sir,” said Harrow. “I don’t know how I came to be so weak. This man stopped me outside the shop—”

“When?”

“The day before everything happened, sir. He said I looked ill and needed a rest. He talked like a gentleman although he seemed a bit foreign. I told him it was kind of him to say so, but how could I take a rest. He said I ought to have a week’s holiday. I laughed a bit, and then he said he liked doing a good turn occasionally. He was well-off and he’d give me twenty pounds to enjoy myself with. Well, sir, twenty pounds is a lot of money.”

“It is,” said Harrison. “Didn’t it make you suspicious?”

“I just laughed,” answered Harrow. “Then he brought out a note-case, counted out twenty notes and pushed them into my hand. It seemed like a fairy story at the time. I told him I couldn’t take them and he said that was all nonsense. He’d got plenty and he’d like to do me a good turn.”

“Well?” said Harrison as Harrow paused.

“I didn’t know what to think, sir,” said the man. “He seemed to be quite serious about it. As I hesitated he said, ‘I suppose you think your boss won’t let you go. I hadn’t thought of that,’ and he stopped to think for a minute. ‘I’ve got it,’ he said, ‘I’ll do your job for a week myself. I know a little bit about it. It’ll be rather a joke. I’d like to see how your show is run. That’s a good idea. Now it’s all settled.’ And before I knew where I was he had shaken hands and disappeared.”

“Leaving the twenty pounds with you?”

“That’s so, sir,” answered Harrow. “I didn’t seem to have time to give them back.”

“What happened next morning?” asked Harrison.

“Well, sir, I didn’t feel happy about it,” said Harrow. “In fact, I was worried the whole night. So next morning I took along the twenty pounds and found him outside the shop. He said he was ready to be introduced to Mr. Spoker and start work, and I said I thought I had better give him back his money and forget about it. Then he seemed to get angry and began to talk fiercely. He said he had made all his arrangements and I couldn’t make a fool of him. I had taken his money and I must stick to my bargain. I argued a bit, but then he said he’d have me arrested for getting money out of him by false pretences. I didn’t know what he meant, but I did think he could do something to me. His look frightened me and I gave in. I told my story to Mr. Spoker, fetched in this man, and went.”

“You made a terrible mistake, George Harrow,” said Harrison.

“I’ve regretted it ever since, sir. I swear I have,” answered Harrow. “I haven’t touched the money. But what has happened, sir?”

“Very little,” answered Harrison; “except that you have treated a generous employer in the basest possible manner.”

“Nothing has happened to Mr. Spoker?” asked Harrow with alarm.

“Fortunately nothing has happened,” said Harrison; “but this Smith is a very shady customer and has left Mr. Spoker high and dry, without any warning. Possibly Mr. Spoker is lucky to be out of it so lightly, and you too. You’d better get back to work as soon as you possibly can.”

“I will, sir, at once. And what about the money?”

“Give it to a hospital or something like that.”

“And what am I to tell Mr. Spoker?”

“What you like.”

“But aren’t you going to report to him, sir?”

“I’m only interested in Smith,” said Harrison. “Do everything you can to make up to Mr. Spoker for the nuisance you’ve been. I shan’t say anything unless you make me.”

“Thank you, sir, thank you,” said Harrow, fervently. “I know I’ve been a fool.”

“Only one thing more,” said Harrison. “Would you know Smith again if you saw him?”

“Certainly, sir.”

“Could you describe him to me?”

“Hardly, sir. I was so confused at the time.”

“Dark or fair? Tall or short?”

“I didn’t really notice, sir.”

“Nothing special about him, then?”

“Just ordinary, sir, that’s what he was,” answered Harrow.

“Not much to go on,” said Harrison, preparing to leave. “A very little would have been so useful.”

Harrison and Henry were shown to the door by a much-relieved man; in fact, Harrow’s whole bodily pose was in direct contrast to that with which he had received them.

“We’re getting on, Henry,” said Harrison, with a note of satisfaction in his voice.

“Mr. Smith seemed to interest you, sir,” said Henry, rather wearily.

“We’re finding out quite a lot about Mr. Smith,” answered Harrison. “He would be most surprised if he knew we were interested in him.”

“By the way, sir,” asked Henry, “who is Mr. Smith?”

“I haven’t an idea, Henry,” was the reply. “That’s why I am so curious.”

“But you said to Mr. Spoker—” began Henry.

“I say a lot of things, Henry,” answered Harrison. “That’s my work. Disguises are not only things one wears. You know that, Henry. You put on a wig and pretend to be someone else. One pretends to know things when one doesn’t. It all comes to the same thing.”

“I would like to ask you something else, sir,” said Henry. “What did you take out of that costume in Mr. Spoker’s shop?”

“Something very interesting indeed, Henry,” replied Harrison. “A cigarette picture.” He put his hand carefully into an inner pocket and produced the small card therefrom. “There it is, Henry.”

Henry took it and looked at it.

“You’re not pulling my leg, sir, are you?” he asked.

“Certainly not, Henry,” answered Harrison, taking back the card. “Look, it is given away with ‘Little Slam’ cigarettes. It is No. 17 of a series of twenty-four. They represent famous British admirals. No. 17 is a likeness, and I trust a good one, of Admiral Benbow. Very interesting, Henry, you must admit—very interesting.”




Chapter VII

Harrison As Prophet

“I’m going to turn prophet for once, Henry,” said Harrison, as he sat in his room next morning. “I propose to mystify you by remarkable predictions as a good detective should.”

“Thank you, sir,” answered Henry. “I certainly want something to cheer me up. The trip down west wasn’t very enjoyable, and I can’t get you to settle to anything fresh.”

“One thing at a time, Henry.”

“But why do you worry about this Bamberger business, sir?” asked Henry. “The coroner settled it and, even if you do think there’s something behind it, far better let it alone. I can’t see the object of poking around about it any more.”

“You’re in a bad mood this morning, Henry.”

“I suppose I am, sir,” said Henry. “But I hate to see you wasting your time. If I didn’t know you, sir, I should have said your pride was hurt at an accident happening when you were around.”

“Maybe it was, Henry,” answered Harrison. “Maybe I’m too interested in the Bamberger case altogether, but I must confess it fascinates me.”

“Why, sir?”

“I can’t tell you why, Henry,” was the reply. “You know I never produce a theory until there is really something to go on. I’ve got my suspicions and that’s all.”

“And your prophecies,” said Henry.

“Oh, yes, I have those,” answered Harrison. “They’re all mixed up together really. The first prophecy is that we shall be going back to Penstoke very shortly, possibly to-day.”

“That needn’t be a prophecy, sir,” said Henry. “You can just decide to go and make it come true.”

“We shall be invited to go there, Henry, and I prophesy for a very good reason too.”

“What is it, sir?”

“Because Mr. William Marston has tried to commit suicide.”

“When did you hear that, sir?” asked Henry, excitedly.

“I haven’t heard it, Henry,” answered Harrison. “It’s part of the prophecy.”

“Rather a stretch of imagination, sir,” said Henry, “if you’ll excuse me saying so. I shouldn’t have thought a man like Mr. Marston would commit suicide because he had accidentally killed another man.”

“That may not be the reason,” said Harrison.

“Then why, sir?”

“If you can’t think of one, Henry, I’m certainly not going to help you. Didn’t our visit to Mr. Spoker suggest anything to you?”

“I’m afraid it didn’t, sir,” answered Henry. “I was completely beaten. Mr. Smith was quite beyond me.”

“That’s a pity. Because you usually have some ideas, Henry.”

“I’m quite lost in this business, sir.”

“Well, Henry, my visit to Mr. Spoker made me feel practically certain of one thing, and that was Mr. William Marston’s state of mind. All we have to do now is to wait for an invitation.”

Henry shook his head mournfully and retired to his own office. It was not long, however, before there was a double knock on the door and he took in a telegram.

“A telegram, sir,” said Henry, taking it to Harrison.

“I must have my little triumph, Henry,” answered Harrison. “And you must be the conjuror’s assistant. Now open that telegram and tell me what it says.”

Henry opened the telegram and his look of amazement as he read out, “Come at once. Philip Bamberger.”

“And now will you believe,” said Harrison, enjoying the effect, “that Mr. William Marston has been up to something serious, suicide possibly, when you remember that I asked this young man to watch him and telegraph to me if anything unusual happened? Something unusual has happened, you see.”

“Wonderful, sir,” said Henry.

“It isn’t, Henry,” answered Harrison. “It’s fairly obvious. You must use your eyes a bit better, you know.”

“When do we go, sir?” asked Henry.

“Straight away, Henry,” said Harrison. “Things seem to be moving quickly.”

During the same evening Harrison and Henry were again leaving the train at the little station at Penstoke. This time there was no Miss Helen Williams in her car to dash away the moment they arrived, but they found Philip Bamberger on the platform. As soon as he saw them, he rushed up with a cry of welcome.

“I’m so glad you’ve come,” he said, shaking Harrison warmly by the hand. “We certainly need you.”

“Thank you,” said Harrison. “I told you to send for me if I was needed. What has happened?”

Philip looked at Henry rather doubtfully, but Harrison nodded suggesting that there were no secrets from him.

“I don’t know how to tell you,” said Philip. “It seems so absurd now.” He lowered his voice. “Mr. Marston tried to commit suicide this morning.”

“Good heavens,” said Harrison, with excellently assumed amazement, while Henry looked blankly at Bamberger.

“I won’t go into details now,” continued Philip. “It was an awful shock for me too. But you said I could send for you, and so I did. I’ve got the car outside, and I think you had better spend the night with me—unless you want to go up to Penstoke right away.”

“Better not, I should think,” said Harrison. “He won’t try again to-day, will he?”

“I don’t think he’ll try again at all,” said Philip.

“That’s good,” said Harrison. “I am more than grateful for your offer, Mr. Bamberger, and we’ll come along with you. Now I’m back in Penstoke I really shall have to settle down seriously asking a few questions. And I’m afraid I shall have to begin with you.”

“I don’t mind that, Mr. Harrison,” said the young man, eagerly. “I’ll help you in every way I can. You said there was something strange about the whole thing, and I’m certain you were right. Jump in and I’ll drive you up to the house.”

The Bamberger dwelling was somewhat more ornate than the Marstons’. It was not vulgar and one could hardly cavil at the general taste, but one had a feeling that it was a trifle florid, not quite English, and in great contrast to the simple, if not entirely artistic, manner of the other house. The furniture and pictures were undoubtedly good. Sir Jeremiah must have understood what he was buying. Still there was the feeling that things were a trifle accentuated, a feeling one would not have had if the house and its effects had been situated in whatever continental country to which Sir Jeremiah laid claim.

Philip Bamberger led them into the house, made arrangements with innumerable servants for their comfort, and then preceded them into a richly-appointed smoking-room. It was almost Moorish in conception, but its dim lighting conveyed an impression of exotic comfort rather than Oriental extravagance.

“Dinner will be ready for you soon,” said Philip, “but I want to get my story off my chest first. Would a cigar tempt you while I talk?”

“Mr. Bamberger,” said Harrison, settling down into a comfortable armchair, “it is an unfortunate thing that any human being can he bribed. Some with money, some with flattery, some of the strictest moralists even with a little Christian sentiment. I admit my failing. I find it almost impossible to refuse a good cigar. The offer of a box of good cigars would test my honesty to the limit. I do not know what infamy I would not contract to perpetrate for it.”

“The box is at your service, Mr. Harrison,” said Philip, with a smile.

Harrison laughed and Henry chuckled. “I knew I was right in liking you immediately I saw you,” said Harrison.

“It’s very kind of you to say that,” answered Philip. “I feel that I can honestly return the compliment, although I tried very hard not to. I realised you trusted me when you asked me to do something for you, but—” and he smiled again—“I wonder you had the nerve.”

“I’m afraid I have to do things like that,” answered Harrison. “Even when I’m frightened to death at the reception they may receive.”

“Rather an exaggeration, Mr. Harrison?” queried Philip.

“Why?”

“Well, I’ve realised already that you sum up the other person pretty carefully before you make a move like that. Still, we’re not going to talk about ourselves all the time. By the way, this was my father’s favourite room.”

Philip Bamberger was silent for a moment.

“And you know, Mr. Harrison, I am really grateful to you for having given me something to do,” he continued. “It has stopped me thinking about myself for a bit, and, if you knew how I felt, you’d understand it. Father was all I had, and though we didn’t talk much, we were very fond of one another. There is Livia, as well, of course, but I can’t ask her for sympathy. It wouldn’t be fair, would it? Especially after what you said to me.”

“We have to go very carefully,” said Harrison. “Now tell me exactly what happened.”

“I did what you told me to,” answered Philip, “and followed Mr. Marston about whenever he was outside the house. I felt very unpleasant about it, but I stuck to it. He wandered about the grounds a good bit yesterday, and I must say I didn’t like the look of him.”

“In what way?”

“He looked fearfully haggard and worried and, when no one was about, his eyes seemed quite wild. If anybody appeared, he seemed, with a terrible effort, to become normal, even in his looks, but directly he was left alone again he seemed to find the strain too much, and again looked wild.”

“Did he talk to himself?”

“No, I don’t think he did. Of course, I kept at a fair distance, but he didn’t seem to mutter or anything like that. He just walked pretty quickly, looking straight ahead of him.”

“Quite unlike what you would expect Mr. William Marston to be?”

“Absolutely.”

“Did he stay out very late?”

“No,” answered Philip, “which was rather a relief to me. He went in early, and I made the pretence of calling on Livia immediately afterwards. It sounds rather foolish, but I wanted to see her. It was not a very cheerful evening. Mrs. Marston was watching Mr. Marston all the time. She was pretty worried about him herself. When he said he was going to sit in his study, she followed him there, and they soon came back again together. Livia was most of the time boiling with indignation inwardly. I don’t quite know what about. She wasn’t particularly interested in me, and, when they all announced they were going to bed early, I was quite relieved. So I came home in fairly good time and went to bed myself.”

“And this morning?” queried Harrison.

“I behaved like a good lieutenant,” said Philip, “and I’m glad I did. I set the alarm clock at five, and, when it went off, I dashed into my clothes and pushed across to the Marstons’.”

“Excellent,” said Harrison.

“I suppose I had been waiting an hour,” said Philip, “—it was really a very pleasant morning—when out came Mr. Marston with a gun in his hand. He was stepping quite briskly, and certainly looked as if he was off to shoot something or other before breakfast.”

“How did he look?”

“Not a bit wild,” answered Philip. “That rather put me off, I must admit. Calm and collected and almost smiling.”

“He had made up his mind,” said Harrison.

“Of course,” replied Philip; “but I didn’t know that, at the time. I almost decided not to follow him, it seemed so foolish, but I had your instructions and went on his tracks.”

“He was walking quickly, you said.”

“Yes,” answered Philip. “He made for the wood, and I lost track of him. I pushed along to where I thought he might have gone and came to a small clearing. Then I saw him. There he was, sitting on the ground, with his back to a tree, quietly and carefully fixing his gun between his legs so as to shoot himself. Of course I crashed straight up to him, without thinking, and he pushed the gun on to the ground beside him. But I knew that, if I had been a very few minutes later, I should have been too late. He would have committed suicide.”

“What did you do then?” asked Harrison.

“I was so surprised I didn’t know what to do,” answered Philip. “He knew that I realised what he was up to and got up quickly. For a moment he said nothing and then he almost whispered, ‘I can rely on you to say nothing about this to my wife,’ that was all. He didn’t wait for an answer but started to walk away. Somehow I thought it wasn’t good enough, so I called after him. ‘What do you want?’ he shouted back, as he continued to walk away. ‘Your promise not to try to do it again,’ I said. I don’t know why I said it, but it seemed to be the only thing to say.”

“Absolutely the right thing,” said Harrison.

“He stopped immediately and came back to me,” answered Philip. “‘Why should you worry what I do?’ Mr. Marston said. ‘Your father is dead, isn’t he? Leave me to go my own road. That ought to satisfy you.’ The man was half-mad to talk to me like that, I knew, and so I told him not to make a fool of himself. ‘You are the fool to stop me,’ he answered. ‘My way is the easiest. Leave me alone, I tell you.’ ‘Very well,’ I said. ‘I shall follow you wherever you go, and if you go into the house I shall tell Mrs. Marston at once.’ ‘Philip,’ was his reply, ‘I’ve been through hell. I’m still going through hell. Can’t you let me end it?’ I didn’t say a word, and his nerve seemed to be going as I looked at him. Suddenly he threw the gun down, just like an angry child and said, ‘Very well, have it your own way,’ and stalked off. Then I telegraphed to you as soon as I could.”

“And what do you think of it all?” asked Harrison.

“I’m glad you asked me to watch him. It’s almost as if you knew this was going to happen.”

“I expected it,” said Harrison.

“That he would try and commit suicide?”

“Certainly. Isn’t that so, Henry?”

“Mr. Harrison spoke of it before your telegram arrived,” answered Henry. “That’s true enough. But why were you so certain, sir?”

“Steady, Henry,” answered Harrison. “I’m asking the questions at the moment, not you. You’ve not answered the one I asked, Mr. Bamberger. What do you yourself think of it all?”

“I’m afraid to think about it, Mr. Harrison,” answered Philip, sadly. “I daren’t.”

“Why?”

“It must have been an accident,” exclaimed Philip, despairingly.

“But you’re not certain, are you?”

“You first put the idea into my head, Mr. Harrison.”

“But if I hadn’t,” said Harrison, slowly, “and Mr. Marston had committed suicide, what would you have thought then?”

“There would have been no alternative,” answered Philip, heavily.

Dinner was announced for Harrison and Henry, but a look from Harrison to Philip was sufficient to indicate that the conversation was not quite at an end.

“And as he has tried to commit suicide,” persisted Harrison, “there is no alternative either?”

“I can’t believe it, Mr. Harrison,” answered Philip. “Your argument seems all right. It all points that way, and yet I can’t believe it.”

“Why?”

“I don’t think Mr. Marston is capable of such a thing.”

“You may not have any idea of the motive. Mr. Marston may have had an overpowering motive and the opportunity was too good to miss.”

“But it doesn’t fit in with Mr. Marston,” objected Philip.

“That doesn’t carry us anywhere,” said Harrison. “Any man may commit murder—”

“Don’t,” said Philip, choking a little.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Bamberger,” said Harrison, gently; “but if it wasn’t an accident we have to face the ugliest word of all. Any man may commit murder given the right circumstances. You can’t say it doesn’t fit in because the unlikeliest people have been known to do it.”

“Still I stick to my point,” said Bamberger, bravely. “I don’t believe Mr. Marston did anything like that—whatever your experience may have been.”

“Very well,” said Harrison, quietly. “I think we’d better have dinner.”

After the meal they settled down again in the smoking-room. “I really don’t know what to think,” said Philip, continuing their earlier conversation, general topics being the rule at the table, broken by long silences. “Let me ask you a question, Mr. Harrison.”

“Certainly.”

“What do you think yourself?”

“I haven’t enough to go on yet,” answered Harrison. “But, first of all, Mr. Bamberger, can I count on your help from now onwards?”

“Absolutely.”

“You see, it is impossible to carry on detection work of this kind single-handed. I shall need all the trustworthy help I can get hold of.”

“You can certainly count on me,” said Philip, emphatically.

“Then you are bound to me hence forward,” said Harrison; “and, as we are working together, it is only right that we should get a clear idea of the facts together. Henry, the note-book and pencil may be necessary. Are you ready?”

Henry produced the articles in question and nodded.

“There are precious few facts,” said Harrison, “that’s the trouble. But what do we know about Mr. Marston? Do you remember the details of the inquest, Mr. Bamberger? I’m sorry to have to drag up all these painful things. I wouldn’t, if I could help it.”

“I understand,” replied Philip. “Yes, I remember the details well enough.”

“I watched Mr. Marston rather carefully during the inquest,” said Harrison, “and it struck me that he was almost too eager to take the blame of the accident. Everyone knew it was an accident and everyone was sorry for him, but he seemed too emphatic about the part he played in it.”

“I had not thought of it in that way,” said Philip; “but it may be right.”

“I continually felt there was no need for it,” Harrison continued, “and so wondered whether all this outward protestation was covering up something else. That he was definitely hiding something.”

“That might be so,” said Philip.

“Mr. Marston is a stolidly-built Englishman,” said Harrison. “The accident was terrible in its suddenness, but not such as to break Marston’s nerve to that extent. I could not help feeling that he was out of proportion, if you see what I mean, Mr. Bamberger?”

“I must admit that it seemed a fearful blow to him.”

“Really more than you would have expected?”

“Yes, I think you are right there, Mr. Harrison.”

“As that was my feeling at the time,” Harrison went on, “I speculated something would happen, and that something would be attempted suicide. Now, I ask you again, Mr. Bamberger, does it fit in—the phrase you used yourself—with Mr. Marston’s character, as you know it, for him to contemplate suicide after such an accident?”

“Quite honestly, it doesn’t.”

“Then if a man is going to be true to his character—rather a rash assumption, certainly—but Mr. Marston is the product of ages of tradition and training and his character isn’t likely to change at a critical moment, we’re up against something we can’t explain.”

“That may be so,” said Philip; “but you bring me back to the point which I refuse to believe.”

“We’re only studying the case,” said Harrison; “we’re not trying to find a solution at present. We have only reached the stage where we can be fairly certain that, whatever happened, Marston has some extra knowledge. In fact, Marston is hiding something. Will you agree to that?”

“There seems no other way,” answered Philip; “and yet I don’t see where it all leads.”

“No need to, at present,” said Harrison. “We’re just fitting in the facts as they appear to us. That’s all we can do with Marston at the moment. Now the next thing: should anyone want to get rid of your father?”

“I can’t think of any reason,” answered Philip. “I’m certain Mr. Marston hadn’t any.”

“He did not like your engagement?”

“I wouldn’t say that,” said Philip. “He wasn’t very keen but he was getting used to it. It was much more Mrs. Marston who was against it. I quite understood. They’re an old family and all that, while we—” He stopped. “But that doesn’t strike me as a good motive, Mr. Harrison.”

“A very poor one, I should say,” answered Harrison; “but we must look at everything. Could there have been anything else? Money, for example.”

“They didn’t know each other well enough for that,” said Philip. “I had a job to get father to meet the Marstons at all.”

“So you know of no motive which could account for Mr. Marston?”

“None whatever.”

“Very well,” said Harrison. “Let us reckon that we’ve accounted for him, for the moment, at any rate, as having no motive.”

Philip looked gratefully at Harrison.

“Anyone else?”

“I can’t think of anyone,” said Philip, obviously trying to remember. “Father didn’t talk to me much, but there might have been somebody I don’t know. He was very worried recently.”

“That’s important,” said Harrison. “But let us get a bit farther back. Where did your family come from?”

“It’s rather difficult to say,” answered Philip. “Father never told me, but I looked at his books yesterday and, judging by the number of them about Czechoslovakia, I should say that is where father belonged. I’ll show you them.”

Philip jumped up and went to a curtain at the side of the room. It looked as if it covered a window, as there were similar curtains at other places which certainly gave that suggestion. He pulled the curtain back and revealed a heavy iron door.

“Pretty solid,” said Harrison.

“It is,” answered Philip. “It cuts off father’s rooms from the rest of the house.”

“I’ve heard about that,” said Harrison.

“Where on earth—” started Philip, with astonishment.

“I’m afraid it’s common gossip in the village,” answered Harrison.

“Well, it doesn’t matter now,” said Philip, going to the door and pushing it open. It led into a smallish but comfortable room with a collection of bookcases, a writing-table and chair, and a comfortable-looking armchair.

“This was father’s study,” said Philip. He paused for a moment in distress and then led the way to a door on the other side of the room. “This was his bedroom,” he said, throwing open the door. “His special indulgence.”

Harrison followed Philip into the room and stood in wonder before a magnificently ornate bed with gilded ornaments and a general air of belonging to a medieval palace. It was bedecked with heavy velvet hangings, and the room itself was decorated to match. Sumptuous was hardly the word for this display; it was truly royal.

“A strange fad, I suppose, Mr. Harrison,” said Philip, sadly. “Father used to say that some men wanted to live splendidly. That didn’t appeal to him. All he wanted to do was to sleep splendidly. The bed, I believe, is very valuable, but that didn’t mean so much to father. I think it was the effect he liked so much.”

“It certainly is a wonderful room,” said Harrison. Henry, who had followed, was hardly impressed in the same way. He soon turned back to the other room with a feeling of pity for any man who could live in a museum of that kind.

Philip brought Harrison back to the first room and showed him rows of books dealing with Czechoslovakia. Some were in English, some in French and a goodly number in Czech.

“You agree with me?” asked Philip.

“Certainly,” said Harrison. “A very fair assumption. You said you were looking at his books yesterday. Haven’t you seen them before?”

“I have only been in here once or twice,” answered Philip; “and then he didn’t like me to stay. He once showed me his bedroom, but only for a few moments. I never had time to look around.”

“Extraordinary,” said Harrison, going up to the iron door and examining the massive lock on the inside. “But why all these precautions?”

They moved back to the smoking-room, Philip carefully shutting the door and pulling the curtain across it.

“This part was built about two years ago while I was still up at the University,” he said. “I remember coming home and finding this new wing had been put up while I was away. It must have been a very quick piece of work. Then I asked father about it but he did not seem very keen on explaining—and he didn’t talk unless he wanted to. It was much later than that when he gave me something like a real explanation.”

“When was that?”

“About a year ago, I should say.”

“And what was the explanation?”

“Well, now I come to think of it, even that was rather vague. He said he knew too much about certain people, and that, at night, at any rate, he thought it would be wise to take precautions. He was not certain whether his life might be in danger, but there was just a possibility and he didn’t propose to take any risks.”

“He definitely said his life might be in danger?”

“Yes, I’m sure of that. And so, after dinner each night, he used to shut himself up in this wing and I did not see him again until morning.”

“He must have been very worried to do that?”

“I do not think he was particularly worried then.”

“You say ‘then.’ Did something happen later?”

“Yes,” answered Philip. “I should say it was about a month ago. One night at dinner he seemed very excited. Happy and worried a same time, if you understand me. He told me he had found out how to settle with certain people altogether.”

“He gave you no idea who they were?”

“None at all,” was the reply. “He always talked about certain people. But he did seem worried as well. After that he seemed to lock himself away still earlier. He was all against taking any part himself in Livia’s celebrations. I am afraid it was I who persuaded him.” Here Philip Bamberger broke down for a few moments.

“You have nothing to reproach yourself with,” said Harrison, gently. “You couldn’t have known what was going to happen.”

“When he agreed to do it,” Philip went on, with an effort, “he said that the idea of being in the open air was the deciding factor.”

“He did not think anything could happen to him in the open?” asked Harrison.

“I expect that was his idea,” said Philip. “Poor father.”

“Which all goes to show that he really was in danger of his life,” said Harrison. “Your father was a very brave man, Mr. Bamberger.

“Do you really think so?” asked Philip, eagerly. “I must admit I didn’t when I found him locking himself up in the way he did.”

“On the contrary,” said Harrison, “the danger must have been very real. He took reasonable precautions against a sudden attack at night, but that was all. He didn’t have any special servants, acting as a bodyguard or something like that?”

“Not to my knowledge. I should say definitely not. He used to go about alone in the country.”

“One more question, Mr. Bamberger. Do on remember anybody calling on him about a month ago, just about the time when you said he was excited?”

“I don’t remember anybody,” answered Philip; “but they may have done. I was rather occupied at the Marstons’ then.”

“Naturally,” said Harrison. “I must ask the servants about that, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course,” said Philip. “You can do what you like. Have you any ideas now?”

“I can’t say yet,” said Harrison. “These Czechoslovakian histories. Did he ever look at them, do you think?”

“I expect so,” answered Philip.

“Do you think he was reading any of them in the past few weeks?”

“I should say so,” said Philip. “That was how he must have spent his time. There was nothing else to do, and, judging by the number of them, I should think he must have been specially interested in reading them.”

“So should I,” said Harrison. “And, just to test an idea of mine, I should be grateful if you would leave me here to look through some of them.”

“Very well,” answered Philip. “I’ll say good night then and you will be undisturbed.”

As Philip went out, Harrison turned to Henry and said, with a sigh, “It’s a hard life, Henry; no tea and possibly a long night of Czechoslovakian history.”




Chapter VIII

The Address On The Flyleaf

Henry woke next morning feeling that he had not had nearly his usual allowance of sleep and did not seem over-enthusiastic when Harrison walked into his room, looking almost offensively fresh.

“For goodness’ sake, wake up, Henry,” Harrison called, sitting on the end of the bed.

“I need eight hours,” groaned Henry.

“So do I, occasionally,” answered Harrison.

“Regularly,” said Henry.

“Habit,” replied Harrison, unfeelingly. “My dear Henry, if you become a slave to habit, you are lost. You’ll never be a great man and do great things and all that sort of stuff. Besides, you must have had your eight hours altogether. You were asleep for about two hours in the chair.”

“It isn’t the same,” said Henry.

“I call that sheer ingratitude,” said Harrison. “While I was working away at those wretched books, you were sleeping like a lamb. Hour after hour I was at it, long after I sent you off to bed. I got about four hours’ sleep altogether.”

“I’m sorry I was ungrateful, sir,” said Henry, coldly, “but I might have kept awake if you had let me help you.”

“You’re quite right, Henry,” answered Harrison. “It was my fault, but, as I did not know what I was looking for, I had to do it myself.”

“Have you found anything, sir?” asked Henry, mollified, and sitting up in bed.

“I may have done, Henry,” said Harrison. “That’s why I feel so cheerful. I may have found one of the real pointers in this queer affair.”

There was a knock on the door.

“Who on earth’s that?” asked Harrison.

“May I come in a moment?” asked the voice of Philip Bamberger.

“Of course,” shouted Harrison.

Philip Bamberger walked in, apologising as he did so. He explained that he had gone to Harrison’s room but had found nobody there. He had then come on to Henry to see where he could find him.

“Take a seat,” said Harrison, motioning to the other side of the bed. “Why did you want to see me so particularly?”

“I must admit,” said Philip, “I wanted to know what your idea about the books was. I know you may think me inquisitive, but it’s been worrying me all night.”

“Not at all,” answered Harrison. “I think you have a right to know. But let us go back for a minute to what you have told me about your father. Although he started taking precautions regarding his life some time ago, things seemed to become much more critical a month ago. That is so, isn’t it?”

“Certainly,” said Philip.

“Now we must assume that a month ago he obtained some information of a very valuable kind that would be distinctly damaging to certain people, as you said he called them, Mr. Bamberger. The information was so important that his life was in danger because of it, so I think we can assume that the ‘certain people’ were doing things they had no right to do. In fact, they might be called criminals. Indeed, as they were willing to endanger life—to use no uglier word—they might be classed as desperate criminals. Do you agree?”

“That may be so,” said Philip, “but there might be nothing criminal in it at all. It might have been something political.”

“Good for you, Mr. Bamberger,” assured Harrison, “especially if we realise that continental politics, and more so those of Central European countries, seem to admit less sense of humour and more violence than our own. What do you think, Henry?”

“Considering the number of histories of the country he possessed,” said Henry, “it would seem more than likely.”

“His absorption in politics would suggest that he had a deeper interest in them than might be healthy for him, sir.”

“For you, too, Henry,” said Harrison, with a smile. “The reasoning sleuths are certainly well away this morning. The only way therefore to test the theory seems to be to study Czechoslovakian politics. That, for my sins, I did for many hours on end last night.”

“And the results?” asked Philip.

“In that direction, I should say, all against political crime.”

“That’s that,” said Henry.

“Definitely, I am afraid, Henry,” answered Harrison. “I should say, Mr. Bamberger, that your father read these histories for pure pleasure. It was his own country and he must have got great pleasure out of them. So we go back to my idea that certain people are definitely criminals, and criminals who would stick at nothing. A month ago your father obtained this unknown information. Now, Mr. Bamberger, can you tell me if there was any attempt at burglary here during that time?”

“None,” answered Philip.

“It couldn’t have been a particular document, then, in my humble opinion,” said Harrison. “It was something your father carried in his head and, therefore, to get rid of your father meant getting rid of something dangerous also.”

“It all seems to fit,” said Philip, enthusiastically.

“As far as it goes,” answered Harrison, “and that’s precious little. I only told you, Mr. Bamberger, to answer your question about the books.”

“I don’t see it,” said Philip.

“Nor I, sir,” commented Henry.

“Come, come,” said Harrison. “Surely it is a complete answer.”

“Don’t you be worried by Mr. Harrison,” said Henry, turning to Philip. “It’s one of his little ways, Mr. Bamberger. He loves to tell me a thing is perfectly obvious when he knows it isn’t and watch me scratch my head for the ‘answer’. He’s only waiting to be asked to explain. One day, sir,” and Henry addressed Harrison very solemnly, “nobody will rise to the bait, and you won’t be given the chance of explaining at all.”

“Thank you, Henry,” said Harrison. “I propose to take this opportunity at any rate. Suppose, Mr. Bamberger, your father had some information which he felt was too dangerous to write down. Suppose also he wanted to keep some kind of a note of something important in it, what, I imagined, would he be likely to do? I thought of those histories of Czechoslovakia and, assuming he read them every night—and he did not seem to read anything else—I had the idea that he might have written something down in one of them. It might have sounded rather far-fetched, I know, but I felt there was just a chance.”

“Did you find anything?” asked Philip.

“Nothing,” answered Harrison “I ploughed through all those books page by page. It took a long time and was extremely tiring, but I had worked out my idea, and I proposed to test it to the last point. Your father was an exemplary reader of books: he never made a mark in any one of them. I must confess I was very disappointed after all the trouble to find nothing whatever.”

“And is that all?” asked Philip, himself disappointed.

“Of course it isn’t,” said Henry. “That’s another of Mr. Harrison’s little ways, Mr. Bamberger. He wouldn’t have told you all this if there was nothing more to come. He usually keeps the surprise until the end.”

“As a running commentary, Henry, you are rather disconcerting,” said Harrison. “Mr. Bamberger, did your father ever live in Havre?”

“He may have done,” answered Philip.

“During the past year?”

“Good heavens, no!”

“Did he stay there during the past year?”

“Certainly not; he never went out of England.”

“That’s interesting,” said Harrison. “You’re quite certain of that?”

“Of course I am,” answered Philip. “I’ve been at home myself so I ought to now.”

“Then my search through the books might have been justified, after all,” said Harrison. “I told you that I was very disappointed when I found nothing in the letterpress of the books. I was going to give up the idea when I realised that I had not been through enough. I had not looked at the flyleaves.”

“Well?” said Philip, eagerly.

“Your father occasionally put his name and address in the books he bought. In some earlier ones I found an address in Paris. There were some written on in London, and one or two addresses which showed that he must have bought them on a holiday or business trip, or something like that. They were usually the names of books. But this particular one gave an address in Havre—15, Avenue des Viguerres, Havre. As the book was only published last autumn in England I was rather puzzled. It is an expensive book and not likely to be obtainable in Havre unless your father was staying there for a while and had ordered it to be sent to him. That is why I asked you about it.”

“And what does it mean?” asked Philip.

“It’s a long shot,” answered Harrison; “but I’ve thought about it this morning, and I can see no other answer. If we assume that a mysterious person called on your father and gave him some important information, and we further assume that the information mainly consisted of a particular address—”

“I see,” said Philip.

“It’s a very heavy load of assumption,” continued Harrison, “and I may be on the wrong track altogether, but if we accept the heavy load, then your father might have been reading this book at the time and have written down the address in this way as the safest manner of concealing it. He would know where to find it, but nobody else would be likely to guess where it was.”

“That sounds very obvious,” said Philip. “It’s wonderful.”

“The only thing is,” answered Harrison, “that it may be too ingenious to be true. Still it is worth exploring.”

At that moment a servant dressed as a butler appeared in the bedroom and made signals to Bamberger.

“Well, what is it?” said Bamberger, sharply.

The butler hesitated.

“Speak out, Dan,” said Bamberger.

“It’s Miss Marston, sir,” he said

“Good lord, Livia,” cried Bamberger. “Excuse me, Harrison, I must go down to her.”

“There is somebody with her,” said the butler.

Harrison smiled as if expecting the answer. “Miss Williams, sir,” continued the butler, “and Mr. Cross.”

“Mr. Cross?”

“Yes, sir,” replied the butler, “a friend of Miss Williams’.”

“Very well, I’ll come,” said Bamberger, and looked across inquiringly at Harrison.

“I’ve told them Mr. Harrison is here, sir,” said the butler, as if anticipating the query Bamberger intended to make to Harrison.

“The devil, you have,” said Bamberger.

“I hope I didn’t do wrong, sir,” said the butler, apologetically. “They asked me if there was anybody here with you, sir, and of course I said Mr. Harrison was.”

“Quite right,” said Harrison. “There is no earthly reason why you shouldn’t. I’ll follow you down in a minute, Bamberger.”

The butler looked interrogatively at Bamberger.

“Go down and tell them I am just coming,” said Philip.

The butler left the room and Philip was following him when Harrison took his arm and said quickly to him, “You’re going to have a bad time, Bamberger, and I’m sorry, but you said you would trust me, and you’ve got to do so now.”

“I will,” said Phillip, firmly.

“One thing I want you to do,” said Harrison, “straight away. Keep your butler with you and send the second man-servant up to me. Don’t give them a chance to speak to each other—that’s the most important thing. I’ll be after you as soon as I possibly can.”

“Very well,” answered Philip, going out of the room.

A few moments later there came another knock at the door and, following an invitation to enter, there appeared a young man in footman’s uniform.

“Come in,” said Harrison. “I want to ask you a question or two. Your name, first?”

“Higgins, sir.”

“Well, Higgins,” said Harrison, “I hope you have a good memory.”

“I hope I have, sir.”

“About a month ago, Higgins, a strange man came to see Sir Jeremiah.”

“He did, sir.”

“Very well; tell me all about him?”

“I’m hardly likely to forget it, sir,” said Higgins, with a smile. “No effort of memory needed there, sir. It was in the afternoon and I went to the door, sir. We don’t have many callers, sir, and I was rather suspicious. He wasn’t very well dressed and, although he said he was an old friend of Sir Jeremiah’s, I hardly liked to let him in. He wouldn’t give any name either. So I called Mr. Finney.”

“Mr. Finney being the butler, I presume?”

“Yes, sir,” answered Higgins. “Mr. Finney came and he didn’t like the look of him either. He told him to go away, but the man said he wouldn’t. He must see Sir Jeremiah; it was very important. Mr. Finney was just going to push him outside when along comes Sir Jeremiah himself through the hall. He looks at the man and says ‘Good heavens’ or something like that. ‘Come right in.’ You could’ve knocked me down flat when I heard that. Mr. Finney looked a bit funny, too. So we both stood back and Sir Jeremiah takes the shabby man into his study and closes the door. It was a funny business altogether because he seemed to stay there for hours and Mr. Finney walked up and down, all excited, saying he was certain our poor master was being murdered.”

“What did you think, Higgins?”

“Well, sir, if I may say so, I thought Mr. Finney was making a lot of fuss. He seemed to be one of Sir Jeremiah’s friends and that was enough for me. Eventually Sir Jeremiah and the shabby man did come out and Sir Jeremiah saw him to the door and shook hands with him most heartily. After that he sent for Mr. Finney and, judging by Mr. Finney’s temper afterwards, he put him on the carpet for trying to send his friend away.”

“You didn’t catch his name, Higgins?”

“No, sir,” said Higgins. “He wouldn’t tell me.”

“Do you think Mr. Finney did?”

“I should very much doubt it, sir.”

“Anything else?”

“Nothing important, sir.”

“What do you mean by nothing important?”

“Well, sir, if you want to hear everything about the shabby man—”

“Of course I do.”

“Really it doesn’t seem very important, but it struck me as rather queer at the time. The next day Mr. Finney said to me, ‘you might get sacked for letting in a man like that one yesterday.’ That fairly took my breath away because I thought he was a friend of Sir Jeremiah. But I find it best not to say anything, even when I’m surprised, sir, so I waited. He then said that Sir Jeremiah was so tender-hearted he couldn’t refuse to see people like that, so it was my job in future to keep a closer eye on them and never to let anybody like that get in again, especially the shabby man himself. I thought it was very unjust, but I took it whence it came and said I’d be more careful. Jack, that’s the man down at the lodge, sir, had the same warning, and Mr. Finney told him that if ever the shabby man got up to the house again Jack would have to go and no argument.”

“Were those Sir Jeremiah’s instructions, do you think, Higgins?”

“I shouldn’t have thought so myself, sir,” was the reply, “but Mr. Finney suggested they were.”

“That is really all, then, Higgins?” asked Harrison.

“I think so, sir,” said Higgins. “The shabby man never came again—to my knowledge, at any rate. I may have made it more important than it really was, sir, but very little happens here, you know—”

“I am very grateful to you, Higgins,” answered Harrison, “for a very interesting story. I don’t think you had better discuss this conversation with Mr. Finney.”

“No, sir?” queried Higgins, raising his eyebrows.

“He might think it wasn’t important enough to rake up again and you don’t want any more trouble.”

“That’s true, sir,” said Higgins. “Thank you for the suggestion.”

“Thank you very much, Higgins,” said Harrison. “I don’t think there’s anything else.”

As Higgins departed, Harrison turned to Henry. “A very good morning’s work,” he said, “and now you may rise from your very unvirtuous couch. Get dressed as soon as you can and hang about, for I may want you. Now I’m off for a rather difficult meeting with Miss Livia Marston and the wonderful Miss Williams.”

“A most unfortunate accident,” said Henry, gloomily.

“Accident?” asked Harrison, blankly, leaving Henry to feel more bewildered than ever as to the direction his master’s investigations were taking.

Downstairs Harrison found a quartet who were obviously finding the atmosphere a little strained, although Miss Williams, with her charming smile, was trying to infuse a little lightness into the proceedings.

“Good morning, Mr. Harrison,” she said, advancing to him almost effusively, and giving his hand a distinctly cordial shake. “I hardly expected to have the pleasure of meeting you again so soon.”

“Didn’t you?” said Harrison, bluntly.

“Of course not,” answered Miss Williams. “I suppose one cannot expect gallantry from detectives, but I must admit, for my part, if anyone had told me yesterday morning that I should see you here now I shouldn’t have believed them.”

“I must say,” said Harrison, “it’s a very great pleasure to renew the acquaintance, Miss Williams.”

“That’s an improvement,” she answered, smiling upon him. “You don’t know Mr. Cross, I suppose?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Lucky for Mr. Cross,” said Miss Williams. “It’s always best never to have met a detective before. But let me introduce you. Mr. Clay Harrison, the famous detective, Mr. Cross, a friend of mine.”

Harrison bowed, and Mr. Cross did likewise but, in doing so, Harrison thought he detected an involuntary drawing together of the heels which suggested a lingering trace of Teutonic militarism and left the impression that Mr. Cross’s name might once have been spelt with a “k” instead of a “c” in its German homeland.

Meanwhile Livia Marston sat and glowered. She gave no sign of recognition of Harrison and Harrison made no effort in return. Philip Bamberger was sitting in a downcast attitude as if he had already paid heavily for his presumption in daring to entertain Harrison against Miss Livia’s express wishes.

A deep silence fell on the company and it was Miss Williams who decided to break it.

“It would be quite interesting to know why you are here, Mr. Harrison,” she said, “but one never gets anything for waiting in this world, so I’ll tell you why I am here and then I shall feel entitled to hear your story.”

“Value for value,” said Harrison. “Your story’s got to be good enough to deserve mine in return.”

“It is a very charming story at any rate,” said Mr. Cross, speaking for the first time.

“You see, Mr. Harrison, I have one admirer, at any rate,” said Miss Williams, “although you may not believe it.”

“Of course I believe it,” was the reply. “I may not have the facility of phrase of Mr. Cross but you number me among your most rank admirers already, Miss Williams.”

At this Livia Marston gave a look of supreme disgust and started to speak but did not continue.

“How splendid of you, Mr. Harrison,” answered Miss Williams, looking deeply into his eyes. “I think you deserve a good story after that. But I’m afraid it’s a poor one, especially as it hasn’t been very successful.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” said Harrison.

“You see, I have been so worried about these two young things,” she went on. “I hate to see such children quarrelling. It really got quite on my nerves. I could think of nothing else. Life is too good not to enjoy all the romance you can, especially when you can’t help loving each other.”

“For heaven’s sake, stop talking like that, Helen,” cried Livia.

“But I will talk like that, Livia, because it’s true,” answered Miss Williams “I got so worried that last night I hardly slept at all. I felt I most do something to bring them together again. So I rang up the devoted Mr. Cross at some ghastly hour and said ‘I can’t stand it any longer. Bring your car round and drive me to Penstoke.’ He was round in no time—such devotion, Mr. Harrison—and was soon off. Would you believe it, we had gone quite a long way before he said ‘where is Penstoke?’”

“Devotion indeed,” said Harrison.

“I could hardly imagine you would have done the same, Mr. Harrison,” said Miss Williams, rather sharply.

“You have never given me the opportunity,” was his reply.

“In that case,” she said, again smiling and, as it were, throwing all the effort of her charms towards him, “you shall certainly have it. When we got to Penstoke I found Livia a tough proposition. But she consented to coming on here and then most unfortunately you seem to have upset the whole apple cart.”

“I can’t see why,” said Harrison.

“Livia objects to Philip having anything to do with you, quite wrongly, I am certain; but she does and that explains the present coldness.”

“I can’t see—” started Philip.

“Of course you can’t,” said Livia. “You’ve been a perfect fool over the whole business.”

“But Livia, why this unreasoning objection to poor Mr. Harrison?” asked Miss Williams.

“I regard him as an insult to me,” was the reply. “Mother started it, and Philip has made it worse. What on earth is be here at all for?”

“Perhaps I had better explain,” said Harrison.

“Story for story,” said Miss Williams.

“And guess which is telling the truth?” asked Harrison, quickly.

“Neither of us, I should imagine,” was Helen Williams’ cool reply. The vague Mr. Cross, who did not seem to come into the proceedings, looked daggers at Harrison but a warning look from the lady soothed him.

“I know,” said Livia, jumping up. “You’re a detective and Philip isn’t satisfied it was an accident.”

“Well?” said Harrison.

“He thinks father did it on purpose,” shrieked Livia, going to the door. “Come away, Helen, I can’t stay here.”

“Then there seems no need to tell my story,” said Harrison.

“You admit it, then?” cried Livia, turning fiercely on him.

“Come, Livia, you mustn’t go on like this,” said Helen Williams, taking her arm gently. “You can’t possibly imagine anything like that—”

“My father is the soul of honour,” said Livia.

“Of course he is,” echoed Miss Williams. “But it was you who suggested it, not Mr. Harrison. I am sure that is the last thing Mr. Harrison would have thought.” She turned to Harrison for an answer and the mocking look in her eye was a little too definite to be disregarded.

“I am sure a denial would not convince Miss Livia at all,” said Harrison, coldly. “I do not propose to excuse myself in any way. I appreciate your desire for a story, Miss Williams, but as Miss Livia is likely to misinterpret everything I say, I do not propose to justify it. I am here as Mr. Bamberger’s guest and I think that is quite enough.”

“You asked him here yourself, Philip?” said Livia, angrily.

“Of course I did,” answered Philip, his anger rising also.

“Then that finishes me,” said Livia. “If you think so little of my wishes as that you can reckon our engagement is over.”

“Livia!” cried Miss Williams.

“Take me away, Helen, take me away,” sobbed Livia.

“You seem to have done a lot of good bringing Livia over here,” said Philip, turning angrily to Miss Williams. “I trust you won’t interfere in any more affairs that don’t concern you.”

“I’m sorry to have been the cause of all the trouble,” said Harrison. “Really very sorry. If I can do any good by going at once—”

“That won’t help Philip,” sobbed Livia. “I don’t want to see him again. You can stay with him as long as you like. That’ll please him.”

“And you go off with your Miss Williams,” said Philip, angrily.

“Really this is very dreadful,” said Helen Williams. “I am sorry I tried to do anything. Indeed, Mr. Harrison and I seem to be the innocent cause of all the trouble. Mr. Cross, I think, would rather go too, and then they may all feel more comfortable.”

“I won’t be left here,” said Livia. “I’m coming with you.”

“Very well,” said Miss Williams. “Mr. Cross, see Livia to the car, will you? If Mr. Harrison will be so kind, I want a word alone with Philip.”

Mr. Cross, somewhat like an odd-job man who, having nothing particular to do, does at the moment anything that is required of him, obediently took the weeping girl from the room and Harrison prepared to follow.

Helen Williams moved with amazing speed across the room and reached the door before Harrison had time to get out of it.

“Just a moment, Mr. Harrison,” she said, shutting the door; “it was really you I wanted to speak to but I didn’t want to make a worse scene by telling Livia.”

“Very thoughtful of you,” said Harrison sweetly.

“I’m afraid you have misunderstood me, Mr. Harrison,” said Helen Williams, gently. “Honestly I did come here to see if I could straighten things out and you believe, I am certain, it was just idle curiosity. Why can’t we be friends?”

“Of course we can. We are great friends,” answered Harrison. “I have the highest admiration for you. Philip didn’t mean what he said.”

Philip was looking a picture of misery and said nothing at all.

“But Livia meant what she said,” said Miss Williams. “It was very neat the way you went round it, but she was right, wasn’t she, Mr. Harrison?”

“What do you mean?”

“That you have your suspicions?”

“I don’t understand.”

“You’re not satisfied about Sir Jeremiah?”

“Why not?”

“I wish you’d be honest with me, Mr. Harrison,” said Miss Williams. “I might be able to help you.”

“Certainly you might if—”

“If?”

“If that was what I thought.”

Miss Williams flushed and looked angrily at Harrison.

“You’re laughing at me,” she said, with a great effort at self-control, “and no woman likes being laughed at. Still I want to be friends and I forgive you.” She smiled. “Goodbye, Mr. Harrison; I expect we shall meet in London.”

“Of course we shall,” answered Harrison.

He opened the door for her and watched her progress. The butler was hovering in the hall and dashed to the front door. Harrison thought he detected some recognition as Miss Williams went out. Slight and almost imperceptible and yet he felt that the lady and the butler were not entirely unknown to one another.




Chapter IX

A Very Strong Combination

When Harrison went back into the room, Philip Bamberger was still sitting staring mournfully at space.

“Now then, Mr. Bamberger,” he said, cheerfully, “we’re getting something to work on.”

“I’m sick of the whole business,” said Philip, sadly. “I never thought Livia would behave like that.”

“She’s spoilt,” said Harrison.

“Now don’t you start attacking her,” answered Philip, “or I really think I shall go off my head.”

“I’m not attacking her, but you wouldn’t let me finish,” said Harrison. “There’s no doubt she is spoilt, she like her own way. You know that as well as anybody. She’s untamed, she’s loyal. A queer mixture. She’s good-natured and she’ll come round all right directly she knows what we are doing.”

“Do you think so?” asked Philip, brightening up considerably.

“Of course she will,” answered Harrison. “And, for my part, I would far rather she went on for a while as she is at present.”

“Hating me?” asked Philip, downcast again.

“I wouldn’t call it hate,” said Harrison. “It’s the way it takes her, that’s all. She’s really very fond of you but she’s upset, that’s all.”

“But you want her to go on being upset?”

“In a way, yes.”

“I don’t understand at all,” said Philip. “I can’t possibly see what good it’s going to do you.”

“Of course you can’t,” replied Harrison, “but if you’re now in a fit state of mind to listen to me I’ll try and explain. But must have Henry here. He can take a few mental notes. He’s most important in that way.”

Henry was summoned and soon appeared, dressed and more philosophically minded. Harrison suggested an adjournment to the room with the remarkable door. He did not think they would be overheard but he thought every precaution was necessary.

“Do you suspect anybody then?” asked Philip, as they settled themselves own.

“Certainly,” answered Harrison. “Mr. Finney, for example.”

“That’s really rather absurd,” said Philip. “Father trusted Finney in every way.”

“Which might make Mr. Finney still more undesirable if he was unworthy of it,” replied Harrison.

“By the way, sir,” said Henry, “I don’t know if it’s of any importance but I met Mr. Finney, the butler, coming out of your room, carrying something.”

“Oh?” said Harrison.

“It was a book, sir,” answered Henry, “so I asked him what he meant by it. He said it was one of the books out of Sir Jeremiah’s room. He thought you must have forgotten to put it back and so he was doing it for you. I thanked him kindly and said what a nice man he was.”

“You’re right, Henry,” said Harrison. “Your manners are beyond reproach. But doesn’t that prove my point?”

“You mean that Finney wanted to know what you had found last night?”

“Of course.”

“And you even left the book about?”

“Of course not,” answered Harrison. “That particular book, quite without your permission, is locked up in my case. But I am of a very suspicious nature—a beastly habit, I know, and worse still when it’s acquired—but I can’t help it. When I had finished last night I wondered whether there might be somebody in the house itself who knew more than was good for them. So I took the books out with me to make certain. As I went up to bed I felt sure there were other people awake in the house, people who were particularly interested in my doings. That was not mere suspicion—I knew I was being watched. So I was glad I had taken the precaution and I left one book on my window-sill and locked up the other. Finney’s too interested.”

“It’s rather a shock,” said Philip, “and it strikes me as carrying suspicion to a very long distance. Surely he might have been doing what he said?”

“He had given himself away before, if you remember,” answered Harrison.

“In what way?”

“He knew Mr. Cross by the way he announced him,” said Harrison. “He assumed you knew him, too, I’m afraid. Have you ever seen Mr. Cross before?”

“Never,” replied Philip. “I’ve never heard of him.”

“Nor have I,” said Harrison, “and nor has Henry. But for a moment Mr. Finney assumed that Mr. Cross was generally known, which shows that he himself knew him. Higgins threw a little more light on the subject too when you had gone downstairs. I’ll explain all that later, sufficient for the moment that we are certainly entitled not to trust Finney.”

Harrison jumped up and looked along the shelves of Czechoslovakian history.

“That proves it,” he said, coming back to his chair. “Someone has moved them about since I looked over them last night, and the particular book Finney so pleasantly rescued from my room is not yet back in its place. He is, I expect, making a careful study of it; wasted effort, of course, but shows great attention to detail.”

“Then that means Finney, Cross, and—” Philip paused, as if hardly daring to continue.

“Miss Williams,” added Harrison.

“Of course,” said Henry. “If she’s anything like the other one she’s sure to be up to mischief.”

“Henry, Henry,” said Harrison, reprovingly, “prejudice again.”

“But it’s leading me right out of my depth,” said Philip, despairingly.

“It isn’t,” answered Harrison, patiently. “It’s leading you right into it, for now we know that Miss Helen Williams had something to do with your father’s death.”

“Good heavens!” exclaimed Philip.

“That being so,” continued Harrison, “it is time we looked at the facts we have just collected and see what we’ve got. Henry, keep your eye closely on me for fear I go astray.”

“Yes sir.”

“You see, Mr. Bamberger, we have discovered the enemy. At any rate that is what we may as well call that very charming woman for the time being. The enemy is outside the house and needs an accomplice inside, so she buys Finney. I don’t know much about the gentleman—”

“He’s been with us for years,” said Philip.

“In that case, then, I should say he had been diplomatically purchased. Possibly for a fair sum. Now to get our events in order of time. Finney being in this mood has obviously been given the job of reporting on anything fresh that happens in this house. That’s where Higgins comes in. This morning I questioned Higgins about the stranger who came to see your father a month ago.”

“The stranger?” said Philip.

“I assumed that one had called here,” answered Harrison, “and Higgins proved I was right. Neither Higgins nor Finney liked the look of him but Sir Jeremiah saw him and greeted him cordially. Finney was even reproved later for trying to turn him away. But what happens next? Although it was obvious that this stranger was a friend of your father, next morning Finney tells Higgins that he is on no account to be admitted again and even takes the trouble to tell the man at the lodge to keep a sharp look-out for this particular person. What do you make of that?”

“I must admit it seems contradictory,” said Philip.

“Isn’t it possible that Finney reported the stranger’s visit, say by telephone, that night to his employers, the enemy for example?” asked Harrison.

“Of course,” said Henry, “and they knew who he was.”

“Exactly,” answered Harrison. “If Finney described him, they may have realised that the stranger was, to put it mildly, a man who would be doing them no good by calling on Sir Jeremiah. In that case, they would instruct Finney to see that it did not occur again, that the stranger shouldn’t be allowed to see Sir Jeremiah a second time, at any rate.”

“It sounds all right,” said Philip.

“It explains your contradiction,” answered Harrison, “and it explains why Higgins was so puzzled. But it would not be fair to assume so much about Finney if we had not further evidence against him. Of course, there might be someone else in the house working with the enemy but we are certain there is someone and I plump for Finney.”

“But what is the other evidence?” asked Philip.

“This morning,” replied Harrison.

“In what way?” asked Philip.

“How did Miss Williams know I was here?” said Harrison.

“I don’t expect she did,” replied Philip.

“Then why did she come?”

“To make it up between Livia and myself.”

“A singular coincidence,” said Harrison, “except that she expected to find me here.”

“You are certain of that?”

“Positive,” answered Harrison. “The excuse was a good one. She has a bright brain, there’s no doubt of that, and a sense of humour, too. She must have chuckled at the thought of Livia Marston and myself meeting again—under your roof, too.”

“But why?”

“Not too quickly,” said Harrison, “Now first, she knew I was here and that is partly why she came. I am ready to swear that directly I arrived last night the good Mr. Finney ran post haste to the telephone to communicate the astonishing news.”

“That sounds possible,” said Philip.

“I think it is the only interpretation we can put on it,” answered Harrison, “and it will very soon bring us to Mr. Cross. But first of all I want to be certain that we agree about Miss Williams.”

“In what way?” asked Philip.

“First as the enemy we have to tackle, you agree to that?”

“I must.”

“And secondly, that she is in some way connected with your father’s death.”

“I still don’t grasp it,” exclaimed Philip.

“Miss Williams, if that is her name and whoever she may be,” replied Harrison, “knew something was going to happen during the famous festivities. The only thing that did happen was a terrible tragedy.”

“But—” started Philip.

“Let me go on, Bamberger,” said Harrison. “Because she was so certain that her plan was a remarkably good one—in fact, without a flaw—she invited me down to see how it went.”

“You feel certain of that, sir?” asked Henry.

“Positive,” answered Harrison. “Miss Williams is a brilliant woman, not only in looks but in intelligence, as well. I can’t help admitting a real admiration for her. I may flatter myself but I think the feeling is a bit mutual; so when she decided to bring off her really flawless effort she thought she would like me as an audience.”

“Quite a mistake,” said Henry.

“I certainly hope so, Henry,” answered Harrison, “and I am inclined to agree with you. The way the invitation was fixed up made me think there was something wrong: something criminally wrong. No one would go to that trouble unless there were high stakes on the table and unless something quite against the law was contemplated. She has pluck, has Miss Williams. She has almost what you might call ‘cheek.’ She must be such a born adventuress—or gambler, or whatever you like to call it—that she hates to play a game alone. She must have an opponent, and she chose me. The only difficulty is that, even if you think you have all the cards in your hand, you can never be quite sure of winning.”

“And you think she is sure?” asked Philip.

“‘Was’ would be a better word,” answered Harrison. “That must have been how she felt. She had only to put her hand on the table and say ‘all the tricks are mine’. Now she is not quite so certain and feels she will have to play the game out, trick by trick. I must confess I like the way she does it. She boldly grasps a situation and takes action at once. Look at this morning.”

“Wind up?” asked Henry.

“Not as bad as that,” answered Harrison. “She didn’t like my reappearance in the charming neighbourhood of Penstoke. There is no panic about it but she wanted to find out what I was up to. I don’t expect she thought she would have much success but still she could try and make things more difficult for me. You must admit her use of Miss Marston was quite an inspiration. It might have been calculated to make bad blood between us, Bamberger, mightn’t it?”

“It’s very ingenious,” said Philip, “and it sounds right too. But what about Mr. Cross?”

“Yes, sir,” echoed Henry. “What about Mr. Cross?”

“Mr. Cross is a very important person,” answered Harrison.

“I should have thought quite the reverse,” said Philip.

“He acted well enough,” answered Harrison. “If ever I adopt a criminal career I certainly shall follow Mr. Cross’s methods. That rather useless, ineffective attitude is admirable: the kind of man no one takes any notice of except to ask him to do something for you. No particular interest in what is going on but always willing to be helpful. Colourless but undeniably useful.”

“That’s just what I should have said myself,” said Philip.

“I doubt very much whether that is the real Mr. Cross,” rejoined Harrison. “His eyes were too active to justify the pose. Mr. Cross is a very acute German. He was watching everything—making a mental note oi every little word and incident. Of course he was particularly watching me.”

“You?” asked Philip, incredulously. “He didn’t seem to say a word to you or really take any notice of you?”

“Considering that’s what he came for,” said Harrison drily, “he had to watch me.”

“What he came for?” asked Philip.

“Certainly,” replied Harrison. “You may think am flattering myself but, as I see it, Miss Williams wanted him to have a good look at me just to know what he was up against. If I hadn’t come down here again there might have been no need, but when she got the news she thought it best we should meet. Mr. Cross and I have never met before, I am certain of that. I shouldn’t be surprised if we meet again but, at any rate, we have both had the chance of summing each other up.”

“And you are really suspicious of him?” asked Philip.

“Suspicious, my dear Bamberger,” answered Harrison. “The word is hardly strong enough. Miss Williams and Mr. Cross are hunting in couples and any partner that lady selects will have to be watched with the utmost care. Cross and Williams are a very strong combination, to my mind.”

“But even then,” interposed Philip, “I don’t see how Mr. Marston comes into all this?”

“If you did, Bamberger,” answered Harrison, “if I did, even if Henry did, there would be nothing more for us to worry about. Which reminds me, may I use your telephone for a moment?”

“Why, certainly,” said Philip. “Do you want to be alone?”

“If you don’t mind,” said Harrison. “It won’t take me a moment.”

Philip Bamberger and Henry went out into the garden where they were soon joined by Harrison.

“A lovely garden, Bamberger,” he said, smiling happily—a smile which indicated to Henry that Harrison was well pleased about something or other. “I wish we could stay in it all day.”

“You would be very welcome,” said Philip.

“You can’t imagine how much an hour or so in a garden like this would mean to people condemned to live most of their lives in London streets. He can’t, can he, Henry?”

Henry looked at his master and thought of his beautiful lawns in the Temple. The country might be all right and Mr. Bamberger’s garden was certainly charming, but to start comparisons with the Temple. A protest seemed justified.

“I know you agree with me,” said Harrison, then he turned to Bamberger. “Henry’s silence is extraordinarily indicative. But we have too much to do to stay here, Bamberger. We have a lot to see and hear in Penstoke.”

“You have?” asked Philip.

“A great deal,” answered Harrison, “and if we can’t admire your garden, we can certainly admire the country round it. By the way, I have just been talking on the telephone to Mrs. Marston.”

Bamberger gave a start of surprise, while Henry nodded wisely. So that was why Harrison was so cheerful. He had fixed up something which definitely pleased him. There was no doubt of that.

“I think I have planted a spy in the enemy’s camp,” said Harrison.

“In what way?” asked Philip.

“I think Miss Livia will go up to London with Miss Williams.” Philip looked downcast.

“Don’t worry about her, Bamberger,” said Harrison, reassuringly. “Indeed, she’s going to be very useful.”

“I shouldn’t have called her a spy,” objected Philip.

“Not now,” answered Harrison, “but later on. Mrs. Marston is a wonderful woman. One can’t help admiring her: extraordinary tact. Directly she found out who was speaking and where from, she said how delighted she was that I was in the district again and that somehow she felt happier with me about and all that sort of thing. It was really most charming of her. I told her partly what had happened here and she didn’t seem surprised. Then I made my suggestion. That, I must say, did surprise her. She said she wouldn’t try to understand but if I really thought it was for the best she would try and arrange it.”

“I can’t imagine Livia following anybody’s suggestions, in her present mood,” said Philip.

“I put my faith in Mrs. Marston,” said Harrison. “She will be ringing me up soon and, as I must wait for her, we had better see what we have to do in Penstoke before we go off to London again.”

“Is there much to do, sir?” asked Henry.

“Well, Henry, much as we like Penstoke, we want to finish off the job this time,” answered Harrison, “so that there will be no need to come dashing down again.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And there’s going to be quite a lot to do in London.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Of course we mustn’t forget Finney.”

“I’ll get rid of him at once,” said Philip.

“No, you won’t,” replied Harrison. “Finney is obviously an admirable and conscientious worker, Bamberger, even if it is for his other employers. We know we’re being watched so we must use Mr. Finney instead of letting the others do so. That is only fair, isn’t it? It would be a pity if Miss Williams knew too quickly what I was up to. Far better for her to know what I am not up to.”

“In what way do you mean?” asked Philip.

“From Finney’s point of view I want you to drive me back to London,” said Harrison. “It would be far better for his employers to know that. We could stop at the ‘Sun’ on the way and there may be one or two other things we want to do but I think it would be best for Finney to convey the news of our departure in that way. Incidentally, you may have to have a breakdown—I need all sorts of plausible reasons for not being in the place they expect me to be—but we can discuss that later.”

“Shall I get Finney out?”

“Yes, I think I would. I don’t expect he’s very far away,” answered Harrison, “and we had better see Higgins afterwards.”

“Higgins?” exclaimed Philip.

“Most important,” answered Harrison.

They were now walking very near the house and Philip Bamberger went on ahead to find Finney. As if by magic, that functionary seemed to appear from nowhere. As Harrison had said, Finney had not been very far away but Harrison had taken the precaution of walking in the middle of the paths, well away from hedges, trees and bushes, so that it would have been impossible to overhear any part of the conversation.

Philip gave Finney instructions regarding packing a bag and bringing the car round and explained his intention of driving Harrison to London.

“By the way,” said Harrison, coming up and speaking to Finney, “you might show my secretary where the telephone is. I am expecting an important call and would like him to wait for it.”

Finney looked suspiciously at Harrison for a moment—a look that would have confirmed all Harrison’s ideas on the subject of Finney’s behaviour, had it been necessary—but he saw nothing in Harrison’s face to suggest that the remark had any special meaning.

“And you might send Higgins to me, Finney,” said Philip.

Finney disappeared with the obsequious bow of a zealous butler, followed by Henry.

“No need for him to do his telephoning yet,” said Harrison. “We may as well put that off as long as possible and, besides, if Mrs. Marston rings up, as she promised, I do not particularly want him to know about it.”

Higgins soon appeared from the house.

“You sent for me, sir?” he asked, deferentially.

“Mr. Harrison wants to speak to you,” said Philip.

“The fact is, Higgins, you have shown yourself to be so observant that Mr. Bamberger has suggested that you might be useful to me on a rather delicate mission.”

“I am very grateful, sir,” answered Higgins, with a huge smile at Philip who, in his turn, looked somewhat puzzled.

“It is not going to be easy, Higgins; I warn you of that,” said Harrison.

“I will do my best, sir,” answered Higgins, with a very determined manner.

“And I don’t want you to talk to anyone about it—either before or after.”

“Certainly not, sir.”

“Now you know who I am, Higgins, and that I am not doing things just for fun. A very great deal depends on my inquiries and therefore partly on you.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, I want you to go up to Mr. Marston’s house and persuade the butler and the chauffeur to come to the ‘Sun’ public-house at Penstoke during the afternoon. At different times, if possible.”

“It won’t be difficult over the chauffeur, sir, if he’s that way,” answered Higgins. “I know him fairly well and he goes to the ‘Sun’ himself. But the butler is more of a problem. But I’ll do my best, sir.”

“I know you will, Higgins,” answered Harrison. “That’s why I thought of you. It is very important that I should talk to both of them. If you don’t have any luck or find things a bit difficult, send me a message to the ‘Sun’. I will be waiting there.”

“Very good, sir,” answered Higgins. “Mr. Bamberger has no objection, of course?”

“None at all, Higgins,” said Bamberger. “I think as highly of you as Mr. Harrison and propose to look into the question of your wages in a day or two.”

“I don’t know what to say, sir,” replied Higgins, almost overwhelmed, “or how to thank you.”

“Off you go, then,” said Harrison, “and mind, not a word to Finney or anybody else.”

“Certainly not, sir,” answered Higgins, hurrying away as if the fate of a great nation depended upon the successful carrying out of his mission.

“I’m afraid I must wait about until I hear from Mrs. Marston,” said Harrison. “If you don’t mind wandering about near the house I shall be very grateful.”

For some time Harrison and Bamberger perambulated the garden, always keeping within range, and talked mainly of indifferent things. However much one’s mind is on the exciting possibilities of events around one, it is impossible to go beyond a certain limit with them. At least Harrison thought so; and although Bamberger would like to have asked many questions regarding his father’s death he knew that Harrison would turn the conversation every time and so gave up his efforts.

After what seemed an interminable time to Bamberger, Henry came from the house and called Harrison, who immediately went to the telephone.

Mrs. Marston was obviously somewhat worried. She explained that Livia had arrived home very angry at seeing Harrison again, that she and Miss Williams had done her best to soothe her but with very little result, that Miss Williams had been as sweet as could be but that then her husband had started to be very difficult. He was almost rude to Miss Williams and quite discourteous to Mr. Cross—that was the name, wasn’t it, of Miss Williams’ friend.

Harrison was full of sympathy at having given her so much trouble and hoped that, in those circumstances, she had not tried to carry out his request.

“Of course I did,” answered Mrs. Marston over the telephone. “I knew you must have a reason for asking me to do it and as I have the greatest faith in your judgment I shouldn’t have thought of letting you down without trying.”

Harrison was very grateful.

“But it worked out in quite a different way to my expectations,” continued Mrs. Marston. “I waited till things were a bit quieter and then, as diplomatically and casually as I could, I mentioned the possibility of Livia going up to London with Helen—almost as a joke, you know.”

“Excellent,” commented Harrison.

“I’m afraid it wasn’t,” answered Mrs. Marston, sadly. “My husband looked daggers at me and asked Helen and Mr. Cross if they would leave us there alone for a moment. Helen looked surprised but I gave her a look, trying to convey that I wanted to humour him and she seemed to understand. Helen is very understanding, you know, Mr. Harrison.”

“Of course,” was the reply.

“Helen and Mr. Cross went into another room,” said Mrs. Marston, “and my husband very angrily told Livia that he forbade her to go to London with that woman. I was most astonished—really I could hardly believe my ears. It sounded so strange from him because I always thought he rather liked Helen. Still, his nerves are so bad one must expect anything. But still he should have remembered that Livia cannot be treated in that way. She went up in the air at once. Now her parents were against her like Philip and everybody else. Helen was the only friend she had and they had turned on her. She was quite hysterical. She didn’t care what her father said. She was going to London with Helen, come what may.”

“And what did Mr. Marston say?” asked Harrison.

“Poor William,” said Mrs. Marston, “it seemed to stun him. He started to speak and then stopped. Livia gave him one look and flounced out of the room. I followed her but she wouldn’t listen to me. She just threw some things into a case and has gone off with them. I have just seen them go. Of course, Helen is not to blame. She has been frightfully good. She tried to persuade Livia to stay here—”

“Of course,” said Harrison.

“—But she wouldn’t. One could see she was thoroughly upset and really didn’t know what she was doing. Still she’s gone and William has hardly said anything since. I have done what you told me, Mr. Harrison, and can’t you help me a little?”

“I will try,” said Harrison, quietly. “I will do my best to come and see you this evening and I may be able to do something then.”

“Thank you so much, Mr. Harrison,” answered Mrs. Marston, gratefully. “I do trust you and I shall expect to see you then.”

Harrison put down the telephone thoughtfully. Things were certainly moving but he still needed a little more help to be certain of their direction.

“Bamberger,” he called, so that any listener might hear, “I have had an urgent call from London and I must get back as soon as I can. Are you ready?”




Chapter X

Cross

“Now, Henry,” said Harrison, as Bamberger drove them towards the ‘Sun’, “what do we remember about this famous hostelry?”

“Historically, sir?” asked Henry.

“I should like to think so, Henry,” answered Harrison, “but I don’t think we can be so descriptive about our own little actions at present. No, I mean in connection with the ‘Case of the King’s Scullion,’ as I think we may call it for the present.”

“Two foreigners, sir,” said Henry. “Their names—” he paused and produced his book—“one of them something like Skelofski and the other Josephs. Staying at the ‘Sun’ the night before the tragedy—”

“Perhaps ‘event’ would be better for the moment. My nerves don’t need thrilling.”

“—Before the event. They expected somebody whom they called the ‘Head.’ That’s all I know, sir, except for a note.”

“What’s the note, Henry?”

“Was Miss Williams anything to do with Skelofski and Josephs and did she visit the ‘Head’ at the ‘Sun’?”

“Pretty good, Henry,” said Harrison. “You do make a note of everything. Then what we have to do is to see the landlord of the ‘Sun’ and look at the wastepaper baskets.”

“Quite, sir,” said Henry, with the most obvious show of lack of surprise. “And what shall we find in the wastepaper baskets, sir?”

“It’s only a hope at present,” said Harrison, “but I promise you, Henry, whether I find it or not, I will tell you what it is I am looking for.”

They had now reached the ‘Sun’, a pleasant country-town inn, closed because of the afternoon hour to the general public. A paved way under an arch led to the back of the place where there was quite a large yard overlooked on one side by the inn itself and on the other by stables which had been converted into garages. However beautiful in structure a motor-car may be, thought Harrison, there is something infinitely sad about an inn yard without an ostler. Sam Weller and Straker both have their points and Straker’s predominance has given us Shaw’s world in place of that of Dickens, instead of adding it.

On this pleasant afternoon the yard looked rather sleepy and the whole place seemed untenanted, but Harrison found that the back door was open and wandered inside. Again everything seemed placid until he found a small office filled with a very large man who seemed to be struggling prodigiously to balance a column of figures in a large ledger.

“Excuse me,” said Harrison.

The large man looked up with irritation in his manner. “Don’t interrupt me,” he snapped, and continued his calculations.

Harrison waited and still the abstruse arithmetic went on. Three or four times the large man seemed to add up his column but gained no satisfaction from so doing. Finally he shut the book with a bang.

“It’s no good,” he exclaimed. “Six times I’ve counted it and each one different. I was two shillings in the last time so I’d better leave it at that for the time being. What with borrowers and income tax and odds and ends a man spends this life counting up figures. Nonsense, I call it, especially if one can’t add—nor can the wife.”

“I’m sorry, Mr.—”

“Albion Tunnery is my name, sir, landlord of the ‘Sun’ and the worst man at figures in Penstoke. Not counting women, for I swear Mrs. Tunnery is worse still. Now, what can I do for you?”

“My name’s Harrison—”

“Not Clay Harrison,” exclaimed Mr. Tunnery, his eyes shining. “Let me have a look at you.”

He moved himself very heavily off his chair in the office and came out into the hall of the inn. If he wanted to look at Harrison, certainly Harrison was glad to have a good sight of Mr. Albion Tunnery. He was an extraordinarily large man with not enough height to carry it off. Still more grotesque, he wore ‘plus fours’ of the most voluminous character which seemed to add still further to the effect of mass which he conveyed. His shoulders were amazingly wide and his jowl hung down heavily towards his chest. Clean shaven and somewhat bald, Mr. Albion Tunnery was worth looking at, if only for the picture of bulky humanity he presented. Henry felt in his “rubbing-eye” mood, as he called it. The landlord was too good to be true, he was literally too large to be true and yet, there he was, the whole mass of him, like an artist’s joyous conception of a big man, just after leaving a colossal gilt frame. Pygmalion’s surprise at the sudden lifelikeness of Galatea was what Henry might justly have compared his feelings with on his first sight of Mr. Tunnery.

“Admiring my shape,” said Mr. Tunnery, cheerfully, looking at Henry. “I should say I’m the biggest man in Penstoke; not counting women, of course, because Mrs. Tunnery can give me points.” He laughed and Henry laughed dutifully with him.

“Give me points,” he continued, “that’s where the English language makes a fool of itself and me. Now I ask you, is that perfectly right speaking to say ‘give me points’, and yet the thought of Mrs. Tunnery or me having any points at all. Well—” He gave a comprehensive glance over himself and Henry laughed again.

“I’m sorry, sir,” Mr. Tunnery went on, turning to Harrison. “I knew you had been up at Mr. Marston’s but I thought you had gone back to London. I never thought you would honour the ‘Sun’ and Mr. and Mrs. Albion Tunnery with a visit.”

“It is a very great pleasure to meet you, Mr. Tunnery,” returned Harrison. “As a matter of fact you may be able to help me.”

“Anything Mrs. Tunnery or I can do, Mr. Harrison, you can be sure we will,” answered Tunnery, enthusiastically. “We’ve read everything we can get about you, sir. Detective writers are all very well, but it’s the real thing we like and you’re it. Now what can I do?”

“You have had a fair number of foreigners staying here?”

“Yes, I have, and very good and quiet customers they have been,” answered Tunnery, looking at young Bamberger. “I assumed they were something to do with your father, sir.”

“At any rate, they’re something to do with me,” said Harrison.

“Not really, sir!” asked Tunnery.

“Well, not all of them,” answered Harrison. “Just two of them. Josephs and Skelofski, I think their names are.”

“That’s right, sir,” said Tunnery. “They were staying here last week. They went away the morning of the accident. Very harmless sort of people they seemed to me.”

“They certainly weren’t harmless,” replied Harrison, “but you needn’t repeat that to anyone else. May I see the rooms they had?”

“Of course,” said Tunnery, going to the foot of the staircase and proceeding to shout, “Eva.”

A voice soon answered him from above with the sharp request as to the necessity of breaking into one’s afternoon slumbers in this ungallant and riotous manner.

“Mr. Clay Harrison’s here,” answered Tunnery, “and he wants to come up.”

“You don’t say, Albion,” came the reply, obviously flattered. “Go on, it’s one of your absurdities.”

“It isn’t, Eva,” said Tunnery. “It’s him himself. Up you go, sir.”

Harrison mounted the stairs, followed by Henry and Bamberger, and at the head found himself face to face with a woman who answered perfectly to Albion Tunnery’s description of his own wife. She was remarkably, even mountainously, fat and seemed a fitting mate for the landlord of the “Sun.” Her twinkling eye was an index to a native intelligence and her smile guaranteed a belief that beer and skittles filled the larger part of life.

Harrison explained what he wanted and Mrs. Tunnery was immediately all agreement. She apologised for the fact that the rooms had not been properly turned out but time waited for nobody and life was one long rush. She then moved quickly down a passage—at a speed which seemed out of all proportion to her weight—and opened two adjacent doors.

“There you are, Mr. Harrison,” she said, with a huge smile. “Rooms next door to each other. That’s where the conspirators made up their plots.”

Mrs. Tunnery gave a fat chuckle as Harrison went into the first room.

“This room has not been turned out at all, you say?” asked Harrison.

“No need to sharpen your eyes, Mr. Harrison,” said Mrs. Tunnery. “That’s true, it hasn’t. Nor has the other. I’d better admit that, too, straight away. But I’m sorry for your wife, if you can tell that so easily.”

“He hasn’t a wife,” said Henry, solemnly.

“Lord, lord,” chuckled Mrs. Tunnery; “how on earth did the women come to miss him?”

Harrison was by this time looking in the odd drawers of the room.

“Perhaps he doesn’t want to marry them,” said Henry, in a superior tone; “I don’t blame him myself.”

“Stuff and nonsense,” answered Mrs. Tunnery. “Even a detective can’t escape a woman who means to get him. I should have said he was too clever to keep single.”

Henry was just going to reply with a scathing epigram when Harrison called him to help straighten out the crumpled papers which he had turned out on to the bed from a waste-paper basket.

“I’m sorry to have made such a mess, Mrs. Tunnery,” said Harrison. “Your guests seem to have used their paper baskets as dustbins.”

Mrs. Tunnery looked ruefully at her counterpane littered with cigar ends, ash, age-old apple-cores and other rubbish. “Never mind,” she said, “but I think I’ll put a newspaper down for you in the next room.”

She hurried out while Harrison carefully studied each piece of paper from the basket.

“Nothing at all,” he said, as he looked at the last piece. “Now for the next room.”

Here they found that Mrs. Tunnery, with the speed which belied her weight, had covered the whole bed with newspapers. Harrison went through the same performance. The contents of the wastepaper basket were very similar to those he had previously examined. Again he went through it, paper by paper, while Mrs. Tunnery, Bamberger, and Henry watched him.

“They would be poor criminals if they left any clue like that,” said Mrs. Tunnery, with terrific wisdom. “I’ve never read of any luck like that.”

“You’re right, Mrs. Tunnery,” answered Harrison. “I haven’t had any luck. But you will admit that the cleverest people make the simplest mistakes. That is why one could not afford to overlook the wastepaper baskets.”

“I feel disappointed too,” said the large lady. “You make me feel I want to put a nice fat clue in the basket when you’re not looking and then pick it up all innocently and say, ‘Surely, Mr. Harrison, you seem to have passed over this.’”

Harrison laughed. He was not greatly disappointed, for the chances of finding anything of value were very heavily against him.

“I said I would tell you what I was looking for,” said Harrison, turning to Bamberger and Henry. “As Mrs. Tunnery is so willing to fake up something just to please us—and I think it extraordinarily kind of her—I might tell her what it is I want. I hoped to find an envelope with a certain address in Havre written on it.”

“Good heavens,” said Philip. “Do you connect the two as closely as that?”

“I do, Bamberger,” answered Harrison, “and even if I haven’t found the proof here I have little doubt in my mind about it.”

“‘Well, I don’t suppose I could have spelt it properly,” said Mrs. Tunnery, “so little use I should be to you. If you’ve finished here, Mr. Harrison, we’ll go downstairs again. I can’t bear the sight of these rooms as they are. They make me thoroughly ashamed.”

They all went downstairs and found Mr. Albion Tunnery waiting in the hall.

“There are just a few points I would like to clear up about your visitors,” said Harrison. “I particularly want to know about a man they called the ‘Head.’”

“I’m afraid I can’t help you on that, Mr. Harrison,” answered Tunnery. “He arrived after Eva and I had gone to bed and he’d gone again before I got up in the morning. I said I got up because Eva likes her bed. There isn’t a person who stays in bed longer than Eva in Penstoke.”

“That’s true,” commented Mrs. Tunnery, complacently, “but look at the amount of me that is to get into bed. It would be a pity to have to shift it too quickly. And besides, that night of all nights.”

Harrison looked curiously at her.

“Why, Mrs. Tunnery, that night of all nights?”

“It’s nothing, Mr. Harrison,” said Tunnery, anxiously. “She didn’t sleep well, that’s all.”

“Oh, very well, Albion,” answered his wife, with a sigh.

“But you usually sleep well, Mrs. Tunnery?” asked Harrison.

“Like a tortoise,” was the reply.

“So there was something which spoilt your sleep?”

“It’s no good keeping anything from him, Albion,” exclaimed Mrs. Tunnery. “It’s Clay Harrison himself.”

“Was it the food?” asked Harrison.

“No food ever disagreed with me,” replied Mrs. Tunnery with conviction.

“I suppose you must know, Mr. Harrison,” said Tunnery regretfully, “but you won’t repeat it, will you? Penstoke is such a place for gossip. That’s why I told Eva to keep quiet. It can only do harm and gives the place a bad name. You’d better tell him, Eva; it’s your story, isn’t it?”

“Well, Mr. Harrison,” started Mrs. Tunnery, thoroughly happy to be the centre of the picture, “I had been sleeping the sleep of the just—nothing whatever on my conscience at present—when I woke with a start. I thought I heard voices. It must have been about two in the morning. I shook myself and was just going off to sleep again when I was certain I heard voices out in the yard. So I jumped out of bed—”

“Your wonderful language again,” commented Tunnery. “If Eva really jumped out of bed she’d go through into the room underneath.”

“Albion, keep your jokes for a more fitting occasion,” said his wife with dignity. “I went to the window, quiet as a mouse—” Tunnery opened his mouth to speak but closed it again—“and out in the yard what do you think I saw?”

“What?” asked Harrison, patiently.

“A man and a woman,” answered Mrs. Tunnery, with a melodramatic trill.

“Disgraceful,” said Tunnery. “The ‘Sun’ of all places, too.”

“They were close together,” continued Mrs. Tunnery. “It was a fairly light night. The woman seemed to be wearing riding breeches but there was no doubt it was a woman.”

“And the man?” said Harrison.

“Nothing particular about him,” replied Mrs. Tunnery; “nothing special. You could hardly have noticed him, and they were talking away to each other.”

“You can guess what they were saying,” said Tunnery, with a meaning look.

“I didn’t know what to do,” said Mrs. Tunnery. “Albion was sleeping like a bull. The whole place would be on the go by the time I had made enough noise to wake Albion. I had hardly decided to open the window and ask them what they meant by it when they seemed to say good-bye and the man went to the back door and the woman towards the archway. They didn’t seem best pleased with each other either.”

“How was that?” asked Harrison.

“Well, as she left him she spoke in a bit louder tone than before and I was just able to hear.”

Harrison, Henry, and Bamberger were now listening excitedly to Mrs. Tunnery’s story and she relished the interest of her audience.

“What did she say?” said Harrison.

“As far as I could catch it she said, ‘You make me cross,’” replied Mrs. Tunnery. “So there must have been trouble, mustn’t there? As she went through the archway I rushed across the room to the window on the road—we have windows on each side, Mr. Harrison—and there I saw a motor-car standing.”

“She got into it, of course?” asked Harrison.

“Of course she did,” said Mrs. Tunnery, “and zip—she was off like a flash of lightning. And, Mr. Harrison, do you know who she was?”

“Eva, Eva,” cried her husband, “it’s only guessing. You mustn’t talk like that. Better leave well alone.”

“But he’ll only get it out of me,” said Mrs. Tunnery piteously.

“It was somebody staying at Penstoke House,” said Harrison.

“You see,” said Mrs. Tunnery, turning triumphantly to her husband. “What did I say, Albion? You can’t deceive Mr. Harrison. You’re perfectly right, it was somebody staying there. No more or less than the wild Miss Williams, the one who drives furiously all over the country. I’d know the motor-car anywhere. I shouldn’t have thought a lady like her would have gone on like that. It was a surprise, I can tell you.”

“And that is the whole of the story, Mrs. Tunnery?” asked Harrison.

“I can’t think of anything else, Mr. Harrison,” replied Mrs. Tunnery.

“Women talk,” said Albion Tunnery grimly. “That’s the whole story right enough and not very pleasant for the ‘Sun’, I can tell you. She said you would have got it out of her just the same, but if ever there was a talker in Penstoke—”

“Now don’t be hard, Mr. Tunnery, please,” answered Harrison. “I promise you I won’t repeat it and, as a matter of fact, Mrs. Tunnery has helped me enormously.”

Mrs. Tunnery’s whole corpulence seemed to show her pleasure and she expressed her regret that she could not work up a few more attractive details.

“And this man must have been the ‘Head’?” asked Harrison.

“Certainly,” replied Tunnery. “Either Josephs or Skelofski must have shown him how to get in and out of the back door. Josephs, I should say, he seemed to take the lead in everything.”

“Did you say anything to Josephs about it?” asked Harrison.

“I asked him if the man he expected had come and he just said ‘yes’,” said Tunnery. “I vaguely hinted that he did not stay in his room but I did not dare say too much; you know what these foreigners are and he took no notice whatever.”

“Do you think he understood what you meant?”

“Of course he didn’t,” broke in Mrs. Tunnery. “When Albion gives a vague hint, as he calls it, there’s no one in the world would understand it. I expect he said he hoped he slept well and thought he had been jolly clever about it, too.”

“My dear Eva—” expostulated Tunnery.

“And there’s nothing more to be said about the other two?” continued Harrison.

“I don’t think so,” answered Tunnery. “They were quiet sort of men, out between meals, quite free with standing drinks and never argued about their bills.”

“Quite perfect visitors,” said Bamberger.

“I think you might say that,” said Tunnery, “without it being a vague hint.” Mrs. Tunnery laughed uproariously.

“Then if you don’t mind,” said Harrison, “there are one or two people coming to see me, Mr. Tunnery, and I’d like to have a room to myself for a little while.”

Tunnery immediately became the good landlord and showing the men into an overcrowded sitting-room, he and his wife left them to themselves.

“You’ve found something, sir,” said Henry, seeing the smile on Harrison’s face.

“We’ve found something, Henry,” answered Harrison, lighting a cigar; “the first real clue.”

“What is it?” asked Philip Bamberger, eagerly.

“Surely there’s no need for me to tell you,” said Harrison. “We all heard it.”

“I think you might explain, sir,” said Henry.

“What did Miss Williams say to the unknown man?” asked Harrison.

“‘You make me cross,’ “replied Henry.

“That’s what Mrs. Tunnery thought she heard,” said Harrison. “But, think a moment. Is that the kind of phrase Miss Williams would use? I doubt it very much. Mrs. Tunnery might use it; it’s her kind of language but not Miss Williams’. No, certainly not Miss Williams’.”

“And then—” asked Bamberger.

“Can’t you see,” said Harrison, pulling quickly at his cigar, “you make me cross. A queer word, one that Mrs. Tunnery would use; cross. Cross, cross—”

“Mr. Cross,” said Henry excitedly.

“The unknown man was Mr. Cross,” said Bamberger.

“Exactly,” said Harrison. “Mrs. Tunnery heard Miss Williams’ final greeting to him. We have discovered something at last.”




Chapter XI

Harrison’s Visitors

“That has given me something to think about,” said Harrison, reflectively, “so I propose to give a little time of it.”

“What do you want Mr. Bamberger and me to do, sir?” asked Henry.

“Thank you for taking the hint, Henry,” answered Harrison. “It strikes me that I had better be alone for a little while. My next interviews, if the particular gentlemen arrive, might not go so well if there were a lot of us about. Far better for me to be alone. Have you a motoring map, Bamberger?”

“Why, certainly,” said Philip Bamberger. “It’s in the car. I’ll go and get it.”

“Thank you again, Henry,” said Harrison, when they were alone. “I really don’t know what I should do without you. Really I would much rather have you here with me but I think it would be better if you went with Bamberger.”

“That’s what I thought, sir,” said Henry, somewhat impressed by his own astuteness.

“It’s not that I don’t trust him,” said Harrison, “but it’s rather important that he should do exactly what I want. You understand, don’t you, Henry?”

“Of course, sir,” said Henry, magnanimously, “although it will be rather dull.”

By this time Bamberger had reappeared with the map and Harrison opened it and spread it on the table.

“I think forty miles would be about right,” he said to himself. “Must be on the main road and not too large. Here we are,” he went on, putting his finger on the map, “I shall be awfully grateful, Bamberger, if you would drive Henry to Hawcross and wait at the most obvious hotel until I come.”

“I expect it will be the ‘White Hart’,” said Henry. “Heaven knows why, but it always seems to be the ‘White Hart’ on this road.”

“Just wait?” asked Bamberger.

“That’s all,” answered Harrison. “I’ll get along as soon as I possibly can. And as you go, Henry, ask Mrs. Tunnery to send me in some tea.”

The pair had soon left the yard in Bamberger’s car and Harrison settled himself down with his cigar in an armchair which age more than architecture had rendered comfortable.

Mrs. Tunnery appeared herself with the tea-tray.

“All alone, sir?” she asked.

“It looks like it,” said Harrison. “They’ve deserted me.”

“Something deep, I expect,” said Mrs. Tunnery. “Thinking over the clues.”

“That’s it, Mrs. Tunnery,” answered Harrison. “All great detectives do that. I find I like a cigar better than a pipe and a cup of tea better than a dose of drugs, but that is the only difference.”

“Drugs, sir?” she exclaimed, producing a small circular box from her pocket, triumphantly. “What is this then?”

Harrison took the box and opened it carefully. It contained a white powder. He smelt it very carefully.

“Mrs. Tunnery, where on earth did you get this?” he exclaimed.

“What is it, sir?” she asked, her eyes twinkling with the joke.

“Cocaine, Mrs. Tunnery,” he answered, “and pretty powerful, too. You wouldn’t get this at any chemist’s.”

Mrs. Tunnery laughed uproariously. “A funny place for a chemist’s shop,” she gurgled.

Harrison closed the box carefully and waited.

“If you would like to know,” she answered, “it was somewhere where the great detective didn’t think to look. When the great detective, Clay Harrison, went downstairs, the cunning Mrs. Albion Tunnery thought she had better look up the chimney.”

“Up the chimney?”

“Yes, where the children always look.”

“Where?”

“In the room Mr. Josephs had. It was on a ledge of brick just where one’s hand could reach. I suppose he put it there for safety’s sake.”

“You win, Mrs. Tunnery,” said Harrison. “You’re a better detective than I am. This may be useful and it may not, but at any rate, I’d like to keep it.”

“Certainly, sir,” said Mrs. Tunnery. “It’s another clue to think about. I hope you like your tea and I’ll leave you to yourself now.”

She gave a fat laugh as she went out of the room and Harrison looked thoughtfully at the little box of cocaine. He felt that this brought a new element into the case. This he had not quite expected. Possibly it was not a clue, as Mrs. Tunnery suggested. Possibly Mr. Josephs had need of it for his personal use. But the box represented quite a fair sum of money and had to be obtained in many devious ways. Even for Josephs to know how to get hold of it suggested a fair knowledge of international roguery. The drug-dealers of the world were a suspicious lot of people and Josephs must be well in with them to obtain it. Harrison’s knowledge from other cases told him that this cocaine could not have been obtained except through these means.

All the same, it might be a clue, and, if so, where did it lead? Could it be that it led to William Marston? Was he a dope-taker and did his striking of Bamberger result from some none-too-pretty dealings with an international gang? It seemed hardly possible. He hadn’t looked like that. But, of course, Harrison hadn’t seriously expected to find anything of this nature. That might be the direction the clue led but if it was, it would upset all the theories which Harrison had been building and, he thought, successfully building, on the isolated facts he had already obtained.

At moment a large car drew up to the “Sun” and, looking out of the window, Harrison could see that it was the one that had taken him from the station to Penstoke House. He saw the chauffeur get out, give rather a furtive look around and then come quickly into the inn. Immediately afterwards he heard the chauffeur asking Mrs. Tunnery for him.

Mrs. Tunnery put her head round the door. “Sorry to disturb you, sir,” she said, “but it’s Dingle, Mr. Marston’s chauffeur. He says he’s come to see you.”

“Show him in,” said Harrison, settling himself still more comfortably.

The chauffeur entered the room with a somewhat truculent look but it was obvious that this attitude was only a protective covering to a definite uneasiness of conscience.

“Well,” said Harrison.

“You asked me to come here,” said the chauffeur, sullenly, “and here I am.”

“Thank you,” said Harrison. “And now what can you tell me?”

“I’ve nothing to tell you,” said the chauffeur, sharply. “I was a fool to come at all.”

“Really, Mr. Dingle,” answered Harrison, quietly. When you got my message you were so surprised that you acted like a wise man and came and saw what it meant.”

“I’ve nothing to tell you, I say,” said Dingle.

“Very well, then, Mr. Dingle, I’ve nothing to tell you either,” answered Harrison, “and as you came here to find out exactly what I know, you can go home unsatisfied.”

“You do know something then,” said Dingle, eagerly.

“Of course.”

“How much?”

“Enough to get you sacked, Mr. Dingle,” said Harrison, solemnly.

“I don’t believe it,” replied Dingle.

“But you would like to know, wouldn’t you?”

“I’m making no bargains,” was the reply.

“I don’t want any bargains,” answered Harrison, slowly. “I don’t make them myself. Now, look here, Dingle, you’re in a difficult position. I know you are. It’s no good trying to deceive me. If you don’t want to talk, you needn’t. I’m not going to ask you to. I’ve tried being polite to you and that has done no good. Now I’m going to talk to you and you’ll be wise to listen.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” said Dingle, in a much more humble tone.

“That’s better,” said Harrison. “If you try to help me, we may be able to straighten things out all right. First of all, do you know why I came back to Penstoke?”

“No, sir.”

“Because Sir Jeremiah Bamberger was murdered.”

“Murdered,” echoed Dingle, his face going an unpleasant grey.

“There is no doubt whatever,” replied Harrison.

“But it can’t be true,” said Dingle. “Mr. Marston—”

“I told you I would talk to you,” continued Harrison. “The second reason I came back to Penstoke was to find out something about the foreigners with whom you were so friendly.”

“Me, sir?” said Dingle, his suspicion bringing back the truculent note to his voice.

“Certainly,” Harrison replied. “They were staying at the ‘Sun’ and they paid for quite a lot of drinks too. When you drove me to Penstoke House you told me something about them yourself. You said there were three or four, but I expect that was chauffeur’s licence for two. You also said that they asked you to get them into the grounds for the play and you refused.”

“That’s true, sir,” said Dingle, “I swear it is.”

“Then what did you do for them?” returned Harrison quickly.

“Well, sir,” said Dingle, starting with hesitation but gaining speed as he proceeded. “They were very pressing about my helping them to get into the grounds but I kept on refusing. Then they said if I couldn’t do that, could I show them how it might be done. Wasn’t there some quiet spot near the road where they could get through the hedge, or something like that, without being noticed. They were so keen on seeing the play that they would be fearfully disappointed if they couldn’t.”

“You believed that?” asked Harrison.

“At the time, sir,” replied Dingle, looking defiantly at him. “I swear I did. They were so pressing and really seemed so disappointed. They had treated me generously, too. They were always paying for drinks and—”

“How much?” snapped Harrison.

“You can’t expect me to know all they paid for drinks,” said Dingle, innocently.

“You know what I mean,” said Harrison. “How much did they pay you for your information?”

“Five pounds, sir,” said the chauffeur, with a look of indignation.

“Pretty good,” said Harrison. “It must have been a good place. But didn’t you think five pounds rather a lot for such a job?”

“I can’t say I did, sir.”

“It didn’t make you suspicious of what they were up to?”

“Well, they had said all along they were so keen on seeing the play that I thought they were willing to pay anything for it.”

“You’re a pretty poor liar, Dingle,” said Harrison; “Mrs. Marston wouldn’t have minded your friends coming in by the usual way but you wanted the five pounds and you’ve been frightened ever since that somebody would find you out. You see, the most important thing to remember is that your friends did not want to come in by the usual way. They might have been a bit rattled if you had tried to arrange that. But they knew their man, obviously. Now, what are you going to do about it?”

“I don’t know, sir,” answered Dingle, his voice mumbling. “Are you going to tell Mrs. Marston?”

“We’ll see about that,” said Harrison. “The first thing to do is for you to drive me in the car to the exact spot for which the foreigners paid you five pounds.”

“Yes, sir,” said Dingle.

“Now,” answered Harrison.

“Yes, sir.”

“Very well,” said Harrison, “let’s get in,” and he left the room, with Dingle following. In the office he found Mr. Tunnery again immersed in his impossible arithmetical calculations. Harrison explained that he would only be away for a short while, and anybody who came for him was to be asked to wait, and incidentally upset the whole of Mr. Tunnery’s accountancy. That gentleman was, however, generously philosophic about it and smiled Harrison out of the inn. The chauffeur drove to Penstoke House by quite a different route to that which he had taken before when bringing Harrison from the railway station. They soon came to a long wall at the border of an excellent side road. “A very good road,” commented Harrison. “Where does it lead to?”

“Nowhere in particular,” answered Dingle.

“It’s too good for that,” objected Harrison.

“Honestly sir,” answered Dingle, “It only connects two very small places, Penstoke and Polherne. The main road is only about a mile away.”

“But surely no local council is going to throw its money away on a road like this when there’s nothing to show for it?” asked Harrison.

“They might do,” said Dingle, “to please Mr. Marston.”

Harrison smiled. Curious as it might seem, Mr. Marston was the important person in that part of the county and the habits of local authorities are so incalculable and occasionally so extravagant that it was quite believable that public rates had been spent for this reason.

“Then there is very little traffic along here?” asked Harrison.

“Hardly any,” was the reply.

“The foreigners asked you that, of course?” said Harrison.

The chauffeur nodded assent unwillingly.

“In fact, they asked you particularly for a spot where there was no traffic?”

The chauffeur nodded again.

“You didn’t think it curious?” The chauffeur did not speak. “What reason did they give?”

“They said they might get into trouble if their car was seen,” answered Dingle.

“And you believed them, of course?” asked Harrison, but again no reply was forthcoming.

The wall now ended and was succeeded by a hedge which Harrison could see, across the undulating ground, went practically up to the house.

“Very convenient,” said Harrison, “but what’s happened to the wall?”

“They say that one of Mr. Marston’s ancestors started to build it and then hadn’t any money left to go on with it,” replied the chauffeur. “I was told that Mr. Marston had wanted to finish it but Mrs. Marston thought the view from the house would be spoilt.”

The chauffeur stopped the car and he and Harrison walked up to the hedge where they found a natural gap leading into the Penstoke grounds. Pushing through and walking on a little way they found themselves on the edge of the little wood which had served as a natural background for Miss Livia’s play.

“If you go right across there, sir,” said Dingle, “you come to where all the people were watching.”

“I see,” said Harrison; “an excellent private door but rather open to the view, isn’t it? Anybody walking across there would be noticed at once.”

“Oh, no, sir,” Dingle answered, quickly. “There were so many of the people in the play going backwards and forwards to the house—” He stopped.

“That one more or less wouldn’t be noticed,” Harrison added. “There’s no doubt you earned your money, Dingle.”

“I wouldn’t say that, sir,” said Dingle, pathetically. “If I’d realised for a moment, sir, that it was so serious, sir, I wouldn’t have—” Dingle stopped as he realised that Harrison was not listening to him. Harrison’s eyes were fixed on a spot of ground near the edge of the wood. Dingle followed his eye and saw a splash of white on the turf like a piece of paper thrown down by a careless picnicker. Harrison went across to the place and picked it up. The object proved to be an empty cigarette packet. There were also a number of cigarette ends and burnt-out matches, all of which he picked up carefully and placed in the empty packet.

“That’s all, Dingle,” he said, putting his find very carefully in his pocket. “Now you can drive me back.”

“What you picked up, sir,” said the chauffeur, as they drove towards the “Sun” again. “You’ll excuse my asking, but do they mean anything, sir?”

“They have told me a great deal, Dingle,” said Harrison.

“Wonderful, sir,” said Dingle.

“It is wonderful,” replied Harrison. “They may help to undo some of the mischief you helped to do.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” was the answer. “What are you going to tell Mrs. Marston?”

“If you behave yourself, Dingle,” said Harrison, “I may not have to tell her anything at all.”

“You don’t know how grateful I should be,” said Dingle.

“You don’t deserve it,” answered Harrison, “and I can’t be certain. But, as I said, if you behave and don’t talk, I may be able to forget it.” They drew up at the “Sun” and Harrison got out. “You can go back to Penstoke House,” said Harrison, “remember what I said. It all depends on yourself.”

“I understand, sir,” said Dingle, as the car moved away, “and I don’t know how to thank you.”

Harrison went back to the room he had made his head-quarters and settled down again to smoke. He took from his pocket the empty cigarette packet he had picked up by the wood. He then took out his wallet and picked out a cigarette card bearing the picture of the famous Admiral Benbow. These he placed on the table together and whistled softly.

Soon afterwards Mrs. Tunnery appeared, “all of a flutter,” to use her own words.

“Mr. Millward to see you, sir,” she said, as if announcing royalty.

“I beg your pardon, Mrs. Tunnery?” said Harrison.

“Mr. Millward, sir,” she replied, “from Penstoke House. There’s a fine man, if ever there was one.”

“Mr. Marston’s butler?” asked Harrison.

“That’s what he would be called officially,” answered Mrs. Tunnery, “but something more than that, sir. Mr. Millward is a wonderful man. Everybody respects him round here. Kind, generous, honest as the day—I expect Albion would ask why the day is more honest than anything else—but that’s what people say, isn’t it. It’s an honour to have Mr. Millward come into our house, and I defy contradiction.”

“I’m glad to hear it, Mrs. Tunnery,” said Harrison. “Show Mr. Millward in.”

Mrs. Tunnery turned to go, but as she did so she spied the fragments on the table. Muttering a few words about tidy and untidy habits she prepared to pick them up.

“Don’t touch those, Mrs. Tunnery,” said Harrison, quickly.

“All right, sir, all right,” she answered, soothingly. “I thought you might like them thrown away.”

“Thrown away, Mrs. Tunnery,” exclaimed Harrison. “Look at them.”

Mrs. Tunnery picked up the empty cigarette packet. “‘Little Slam’ cigarettes,” she said. “I never heard of them. Some fancy kind, I suppose. ‘Gold Mark’ or ‘Players’ are more our mark.”

Harrison carefully placed the packet and picture back in his pocket. “Maybe,” he said, “but ‘Little Slam’ might lead to a solution of all my problems.”

“You don’t say, sir,” said Mrs. Tunnery, her tone full of awe. “Marvellous, I call it.”

She went out and soon returned, deferentially showing in Mr. Millward, the Marston butler. He was the perfect butler: square-faced, clean-shaven and side-whiskered, just as he should be. His overcoat and bowler hat somehow proclaimed his butlerhood. They seemed specially designed for the profession; and as he waited for Harrison to speak, deferential but never servile, he gave the impression of perfect breeding which only your butler of any long standing is able to convey— even when a fair majority of the aristocracy is included.

“Sit down, Mr. Millward,” said Harrison, indicating a chair on the other side of the table.

Still carefully holding his bowler hat, Millward sat down as he had been requested. “You sent for me, sir,” he said.

“I did, Mr. Millward,” answered Harrison. “I apologise if I have given you any trouble.”

“I didn’t want to come, sir, I will admit that,” said Millward, “but Higgins said it was a matter of life and death; although, if you will pardon my saying so, sir, I could not imagine that my presence was as urgent as that. I gave way to his persuasion.”

“I am very greatly obliged to you, Mr. Millward,” answered Harrison, “and I will come to the point at once. You remember all the circumstances connected with the accident to Sir Jeremiah?”

“I do, sir,” said Millward, the look of fear appearing in his eyes—that look which Harrison had already noticed during the inquest.

“I watched you very carefully during the inquest myself,” said Harrison, “and I came to the conclusion that your evidence, if it had been asked for, would have thrown as much, or even more, light on the subject than that we then heard.”

“I should not have thought so, sir,” answered Millward, the colour going from his face.

“I don’t want to distress you, Mr. Millward,” continued Harrison, “but you may also remember that you came towards me in the hall afterwards as if you had something to tell me and then you seemed to think better of it and left me severely alone.”

“I don’t remember it, sir,” replied Millward, seeming to grow more and more uncomfortable.

“And yet there is something you could tell me, isn’t there?” asked Harrison, quietly.

“Nothing at all, sir,” answered Millward.” I thought there was, but now I know I must have been mistaken.”

“Well, what did you think?” pursued Harrison.

“I would rather not say,” answered Millward.

“Come, come, Mr. Millward,” said Harrison, “you may be hindering the cause of justice if you do not tell me what you thought.”

Millward looked more uncomfortable still but shook his head. Suddenly an angry voice was heard outside the door of the room which made Millward jump to his feet in dismay. The door crashed open and in burst William Marston.

“What’s this?” he shouted, angrily, “cross-examining my servants, Mr. Harrison. I won’t have it, I tell you, I won’t have it. Gross impertinence.”

Harrison looked calmly at his new visitor and was shocked at the change he saw. Mr. Marston was now a nervous wreck and his eyes blazed wildly as he talked. The contrast with the Marston of the night before the accident at Penstoke was terribly marked.

“Millward, I’m surprised at you,” Marston continued. “Go back home at once.”

“Just a minute,” said Harrison, sternly. “Mr. Marston, I resent this intrusion. I asked Millward to come and speak to me in the interests of justice. If you try to prevent him, I can only put one construction on your action—that you do not want justice to be done.”

“I don’t understand what you mean,” answered Marston, shaking violently.

“You understand perfectly well what I mean,” said Harrison. “I’ve come down again to settle the Bamberger case. Something is being hidden and I intend to know what it is. Now, Mr. Marston, are you going to help me or are you not?”

“How can I?” asked Marston, feebly, collapsing into a chair.

“By letting me question Millward,” answered Harrison.

“Oh, well,” said Marston, his whole defiant spirit having evaporated. “Do what you like.”

“I should prefer you to be present,” said Harrison.

“I don’t care what he says,” answered Marston.

“Now, Mr. Millward,” asked Harrison, “what was in your mind during the inquest when you were afraid something unpleasant might come out?”

“I don’t like to say, sir,” said Millward, turning to Marston, “but if you will give me permission, sir, I am ready to.”

“What do you say, Mr. Marston?” asked Harrison

“I don’t mind what Millward says,” answered Marston, feebly.

“But it’s very serious, sir,” urged Millward. “I won’t speak if you don’t want me to.”

“I tell you I don’t mind now,” said Marston, irritably. “I don’t mind anything.”

If a butler can show surprise at anything, Millward showed it then by a slight movement of his eyebrows.

“Very well, sir,” he said, and then, turning to Harrison, he added, “I’m afraid I must explain first a little.”

“That’s all right. Go ahead,” said Harrison.

“Well, sir, I have been in the Marston family service all my life,” said Millward, “and that’s a fair stretch. I started as a boy and worked steadily upwards. For some time, quite a long time, I was valet to Mr. William and then he made me his butler, so you see I know the look of Mr. William as I know my own self. I could not mistake him for anyone else or anyone else for him, at a good long distance, too, sir, for my sight is said to be extremely good for my age, sir.”

“And you did make a mistake, Millward?” asked Harrison.

“I didn’t think so, sir, but I must have done,” answered Millward. “That’s what worried me so much during the inquest. I couldn’t understand it at all. That’s why I thought of speaking to you about it, too, sir—you’re good at these problems—and I thought you might have helped me, but then I thought it wasn’t my place to interfere. You see, when the actors came out of the wood just before the accident to Sir Jeremiah—you remember, sir—I could have sworn it wasn’t Mr. William in the cook’s costume. The man was about the same height and build but he didn’t move like Mr. William does. At least that’s what I thought, but I must have been wrong.”

“You would swear to that even now, Millward?”

“I don’t know what to think now, sir,” was the reply.

“But you were certain, at the time, that the man dressed as a cook was not Mr. Marston?” asked Harrison.

“Quite,” was the definite reply.

“That was what I expected to hear from you, Millward,” answered Harrison. “Thank you very much. Now I want to have a talk with Mr. Marston.”




Chapter XII

The Truth From Marston

William Marston sat looking stonily at the floor while Harrison did nothing to break the silence.

“You said you wanted to talk to me,” snapped Marston, irritably. “Why don’t you get on with it?”

“You may not believe it, Mr. Marston,” replied Harrison, “but I find it very difficult to start.”

“Very surprising,” commented Marston.

“Not so surprising, after all,” said Harrison. “I have a great respect for your name, an old and highly respected one in the county. I also have a great respect for Mrs. Marston—”

“There is no need to drag my wife in,” said Marston.

“I’m afraid we shall have to disagree on that point,” Harrison replied. “I repeat that I have a great respect for Mrs. Marston and for her peace of mind. She asked me to come down here—”

“Only once, I think, Mr. Harrison?” said Marston. “This second visit seems to be quite voluntary and, may I add, quite unwarranted.”

“You may add what you like, Mr. Marston,” said Harrison, “but I have been more concerned over Mrs. Marston’s peace of mind during this visit than during my last. Then she was only worrying about the suitability of a possible son-in-law; now she is worried about her husband.”

“What the devil has that to do with you?” asked Marston, heatedly.

“So worried about that husband that my heart goes out to her,” continued Harrison.

“Delightfully sentimental, but who cares, Mr. Harrison, about the condition of your heart regarding my wife? I resent your remark as impertinent.”

“I should like to spare her as much as I can,” Harrison continued impassively.

Marston jumped to his feet as if to leave the sitting-room immediately but quickly sat down again.

“I apologise Mr. Harrison, for anything I may have said,” he remarked quietly. “My nerves are all on edge. Nobody appreciates more than I do your thought for my wife, but what good are you doing by it? Why not let things alone and let us fight our own battles?”

“I sincerely wish I could, Mr. Marston, but it isn’t entirely your own battle, that’s the trouble. It’s Philip Bamberger’s battle, too. I’m sorry for that young man as well.”

“I can understand that,” said Marston. “Philip has had a very rough time, but raking over the whole business can’t help matters much. That’s my feeling, at any rate.”

“But suppose Philip Bamberger isn’t satisfied about his father’s death?”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand you, Mr. Harrison,” Marston, looking apprehensively at him.

“You would like me to speak more frankly?”

“Please.”

“Very well,” said Harrison, looking into Marston’s eyes. “Suppose Philip Bamberger thought his father had been murdered?”

Marston, obviously with a great effort, looked squarely at Harrison. “A surprising suggestion,” he said.

“But one which has to be pursued once it has been made,” said Harrison.

“And the whole of the inquest?” asked Marston. “I suppose Philip thinks it valueless? Surely you don’t take this seriously, Mr. Harrison.”

“I’m afraid I do, Mr. Marston.”

“Do you think Bamberger was murdered?” asked Marston.

“I do,” replied Harrison.

“Then you’d better arrest me and have done with it,” said Marston almost with a sigh of relief.

“Why should I?” ask Harrison.

“You’re a very dense person for a man of your reputation as a detective, Mr. Harrison,” said Marston, who seemed to be gaining complete control of himself again.

“Am I?” asked Harrison.

“But it’s so obvious,” said Marston quickly. “I hit Bamberger and you think he was murdered. A child could put those facts together.”

“So could a coroner,” answered Harrison.

“But I can’t see what you are driving at, Mr. Harrison?”

“I think you can, Mr. Marston,” said Harrison, quietly. “I am remembering what Millward said.”

“But that’s perfect nonsense, Mr. Harrison, I assure you. Millward is a good servant and I think he’s perfectly honest. He seems to have made a perfectly honest mistake and, like the genuine soul he is, must have been very upset about it. I admire him for thinking he ought to try and shield me, as he did—”

“So do I,” said Harrison.

“But how on earth could anyone but myself have played that part?”

“That’s the very question I am asking you, Mr. Marston,” said Harrison.

“How can I satisfy you?” asked Marston, in mock despair. “You want me to do the impossible.”

“Far from it,” replied Harrison. “I want you to tell me exactly what happened.”

“I can’t tell you anything more,” said Marston weakly.

“The spoon you hit Sir Jeremiah with,” said Harrison, “you remember it?”

“Of course.”

“Did you see the wound it made?”

“I’m afraid I was too dazed by what had happened to notice much.”

“I can understand that,” said Harrison. “Let me put it another way. Do you carry a life preserver?”

“You mean one of those things burglars are supposed to use?”

“Yes, that sort of thing.”

“Of course not.”

“Would it surprise you to hear, then,” said Harrison, solemnly, “that the wound on Sir Jeremiah’s head was made with some instrument like a life preserver. It certainly wasn’t done with an iron spoon—I doubt myself whether it could have been done with it at all.”

“That’s quite impossible,” said Marston.

“I’m afraid not,” replied Harrison,

“But it wasn’t mentioned at the inquest,” said Marston.

“Because the doctor wasn’t looking for it,” said Harrison. “Besides, you will recall that a number of things weren’t mentioned at the inquest.”

“You seem to have discovered a great deal, Mr. Harrison,” commented Marston. “Why not let things stay as they are? The inquest is over, a conclusion has been reached. What earthly good can it do to rake it all over again? I appeal to you, leave it alone. You’re not doing any good by it.”

“Believe me, Mr. Marston,” answered Harrison, gravely, “I’m doing this to help you.”

“I should not have thought it was helping me,” said Marston. “It seems to be making things more difficult.”

“We have been beating about the bush quite long enough, Mr. Marston,” said Harrison, decisively. “I appreciate your motives and all that and I respect your effort to behave like a gentleman, but this is murder, downright murder. Mr. Marston, you’re shielding somebody.”

Marston did not reply.

“What is more,” said Harrison, “you’re shielding a woman.”

Marston went white but still said nothing.

“Do you want her name?” asked Harrison.

“For heaven’s sake,” said Marston, “leave it alone. I pray you, leave it alone.”

“I can’t,” said Harrison. “Will you tell me what you know?”

“It’s impossible,” said Marston.

“You’re shielding Miss Helen Williams,” said Harrison.

Marston went limp; this time he was too overcome to speak.

“You must tell me what happened,” Harrison continued, persuasively. “I assure you it will help you enormously, Mr. Marston. Your nerves have gone to ruin in the last few days. You will get worse and worse if you don’t talk.”

“Yes, but—” said Marston.

“I know,” answered Harrison, “chivalry. Letting down a woman and all that. You can’t let down Miss Helen Williams, I assure you. She’s beyond it. She came to your house to fix up this murder—”

“You don’t mean that?”

“I could almost swear to it,” answered Harrison. “She is clever and unscrupulous and a great judge of character. She understood ours—”

“Too well,” groaned Marston.

“And she knew she could trade on your chivalry,” said Harrison, “so there’s no need to worry about that. If you can help me to lay her by the heels you’d be doing society a great service.”

Marston sat up and looked Harrison squarely in the face. “You’re right, Mr. Harrison,” he said. “I must tell you. But it’s a rotten story. I think it would almost break my wife’s heart if she knew.”

“That may not be necessary,” said Harrison, “but take your time because I want to get the whole of this straight. First of all, it might be useful for me to ask a question or two. How did you come to know Miss Williams?”

“Well, she’s not really my friend,” said Marston, “she’s my wife’s.”

“Do you know how Mrs. Marston met her?”

“I don’t think I do.”

“Has she known her very long?”

“Certainly the last year or so,” said Marston, “or even less. She seems just to have drifted into our lives. My wife was most attracted to her when she met her somewhere in London and asked her to come and see us here.”

“How often has she been to visit you?”

“Only once before.”

“That was when the idea of your daughter’s play was first discussed?”

“I shouldn’t be surprised,” said Marston, “but why should you mention that?”

“Just a train of thought,” said Harrison. “What impression did Miss Williams make on you?”

“Of course she is a very attractive woman,” said Marston. “She seemed so charming that I was rather pleased my wife had made a friend of her. I was the more pleased because, despite her attractions, she seemed to have little interest in men. She really seemed genuinely to prefer women’s company and, of course, they were enthusiastic about her. My daughter Livia was quite as attracted as my wife.”

“Very clever of Miss Williams,” said Harrison.

“It was,” answered Marston. “Of course I talked to her and I admit I liked talking to her, but she never seemed interested in me and that was why the whole business came as such a shock.”

“What happened?” asked Harrison.

“I’m so ashamed I don’t know how to go on,” said William Marston. “It’s incredible to me now that it happened at all. Sometimes I can hardly believe it myself.”

“I really understand your difficulty, Mr. Marston,” said Harrison sympathetically, “but I’m afraid nothing I can do can make it easier.”

“True enough,” said Marston. “As I said, this woman hardly seemed to take any notice of me. She was always with other women when she wasn’t careering round the country in her car. So you can imagine that I was greatly surprised when, just as I was getting into my costume to take my part in the king’s scullion scene, she appeared in my bedroom. She was somewhat scantily dressed and seemed very confused. She said she thought it was Mrs. Marston’s room. She had wanted a safety pin and couldn’t find one anywhere. I told her Mrs. Marston must be at the play and that if she looked in her room she would be sure to find one. Then she came right into my room and asked me if I hadn’t one myself. It all seems so simple, doesn’t it.”

“Very cleverly simple, I should say,” commented Harrison.

“She came up to the mirror where was standing and started to admire my costume,” said Marston. “I shouldn’t have thought there was much to admire in it but somehow she managed to convey a great deal and I must say I was quite flattered. Then she started putting my costume straight—you know, touches here and there. It all sounds absurd telling it in this cold-blooded way, but her touch somehow made a difference.”

“She meant it to,” said Harrison, viciously.

“Of course,” answered Marston, wearily, “but how was I to know that? My watch was on the dressing-table some distance away but I knew I had a good five minutes and a pretty woman dressed like that—well, I’m human, Harrison, terribly human.”

“And then?” asked Harrison.

“Well, then,” continued Marston, “the only way I can describe it is that she made love to me. I am not flattering myself. Don’t think that. She told me how wonderful she thought I was. How she had never been attracted by men, but there was something different about me. That she hadn’t realised before how men could affect women, and there she was, standing up against me, looking into my face. Extraordinarily appealing, attractive.”

“And you forgot the play and everything?”

“Everything,” answered Marston. “I admit it. Everything—my wife, my good name, the whole bag of tricks. A terribly desirable woman practically in my arms and then she put her arms around my neck and I gave way. What a fool I was.”

“Helen Williams is irresistible,” said Harrison, with a slightly cynical tone in his voice.

“You agree,” said Marston, thankfully. “Then she said, ‘You’ll be late for your part,’ and was as charmingly distressed about it as possible.”

“I hate to ask you,” said Harrison, “but how long afterwards was that?”

“I can hardly say,” said Marston. “Time was forgotten. It must have been about ten minutes. She slipped away from me, as if frightfully ashamed of what she had done and ran out of the room. I collected my scattered wits and dashed down to the grounds. Even then I thought to myself that not much harm had been done. My scene would be a bit later but that was all. It couldn’t be done without me so they would have to wait. As I went into the corridor I saw that she had not gone farther than one of the windows looking into the grounds. As I passed she turned round and her eyes looked so hard and steely that one would not have thought a pretty woman could have looked like that. Of course, they changed quickly enough when she saw me, but I could not help noticing them and they worried me. It sounds a small thing and I may have been quite wrong but I felt then that something was going wrong—that her look meant something evil was happening.”

“And when you got to the scene of the play you realised what had happened?”

“Very quickly,” said Marston. “I was running towards the summer-house when I met them carrying poor Bamberger. I knew something was wrong and didn’t dare ask. Somebody brought along the spoon I should have been carrying, and by their talk I soon pieced together what had happened. I went into the summer-house, half dazed. Manning was very decent and sympathetic but everything he said made me want to shout. And that was how you found me.”

“And so you decided to take the blame at the inquest?” said Harrison.

“What else was there to do,” asked Marston. “Put yourself in my place and what would you have done?”

“It is difficult to say,” said Harrison.

“It isn’t,” said Marston, “for I’m sure you would have done exactly the same. To begin with, everybody thought I had done it and had assumed it was an accident. So the blame wouldn’t hurt me much, and at first I thought that someone, finding that I was late, had very generously taken my place. After the accident, of course, no one was likely to admit that. So I felt there was nothing else to be done.”

“When did you think differently?” asked Harrison.

“As you can understand, I kept on turning the thing over and over in my mind,” answered Marston. “The more I thought about it the more unreal the whole business seemed, and then suddenly I remembered the look on that woman’s face—the one I have described—and that convinced me that I had been tricked. And then—”

“Then you decided to commit suicide,” said Harrison.

“You seem to know everything,” answered Marston. “That’s true. I was so utterly ashamed of myself that I thought that was the only way out.”

“Just what Miss Williams might have wanted?”

“I suppose so,” said Marston. “I didn’t think of that. Indeed sometimes I thought she might have been as badly deceived as I was.”

“You don’t think that now?”

“Of course not,” said Marston. “When she called this morning I could see by the way she looked at me, somehow, that she had used me. It’s a hateful thought, and then Livia—she decided to go away with the woman.”

“I wanted her to do that,” said Harrison.

“You wanted her to?” echoed Marston with astonishment.

“Yes,” said Harrison. “Your daughter, Mr. Marston, has one or two lessons to learn in life. She is a charming girl but much too impulsive. You objected to her going with Miss Williams and that straightway decided her to go. It won’t do, you know.”

“It’s all very well to say it won’t do, Mr. Harrison. You don’t know Livia.”

“I know something of her,” answered Harrison, “and I like her, but I think it would be better if she got to know something more of Miss Williams. I don’t think she’ll come to any harm—it will be her own foolish fault if she does, and she’s no fool—and also I feel certain that having Miss Livia about will be a slight embarrassment to Miss Williams. At the present stage of the game, that’s not a bad thing.”

“And my wife, Mr. Harrison,” asked Marston. “What of her?”

“I leave that to you,” said Harrison. “You can tell her yourself or not, as you think fit. It may have to be told in evidence when I’ve straightened out the case but I shall say nothing. Your story has confirmed all my ideas and made it possible for me to start looking for the real criminal.”

Marston heaved a sigh of relief and took Harrison’s hand. “I was a fool not to have spoken to you on my own account,” he said. “I am very grateful to you.”

“Good,” said Harrison, “and what about Millward?”

“A good servant,” said Marston, smiling for the first time, “with remarkably good eyesight for his age.”




Chapter XIII

The Man In Cook’s Clothing

It was getting fairly late when Harrison arrived at Hawcross in a motor-car which the good Tunnery had magnanimously provided for him. All questions of payment had been waved aside. The “Sun” had been honoured by sheltering such a man as Harrison, even for so short a time, and the two large Tunnerys watched him depart with affectionate cordiality.

If ever he was there again he must come and stay with them, said Tunnery. In fact, he must make it his business to be there again, said Mrs. Tunnery, or heaven knows how many fruity murders she herself would have to commit to make his reappearance essential. “What fun,” said Mrs. Tunnery, “you’ve never had to track anybody as fat as me, and if I said it was just because of my sheer affection for you no jury would convict me, would they?”

Harrison had laughed. Such encounters were very rare and refreshing—and unusual—in his line of work. He said goodbye to them with real regret and was even more touched when the driver of the motor-car wanted to stop at every hostelry on the road, on Mr. Tunnery’s express instructions, to obtain refreshment for Harrison at the great Albion’s expense. This prodigal hospitality Harrison had politely to decline although the man explained that there would be “no end of a dust-up” with Tunnery when he found his instructions had not been carried out.

As Harrison leaned back in the car and steadily moved eastwards from Penstoke, he felt a pang of conscience on account of Henry. Bamberger, though a pleasant young man, was certainly not the kind of companion Henry would willingly have chosen. Still it was all part of the great game. The pieces were moving satisfactorily and Henry, for the moment, had to be one of them.

Henry had been right when he had guessed that the “White Hart” would be the chief hotel of Hawcross. When Harrison drove up to it, he found Henry and Philip Bamberger lounging disconsolately outside the porch waiting for him. He had a word with his driver and watched him turn and drive back towards Penstoke before going up to them.

“You’re a nice pair of assistants for a detective,” said Harrison, with an air of resignation.

“We’ve done what you said, sir,” answered Henry, apologetically.

“How long have you been waiting outside here for me?” asked Harrison.

“Since dinner,” said Bamberger; “about an hour and a half, I should think, although it seemed very much longer.”

“And did I tell you to do that, Henry?”

“No, sir,” said Henry, apologetically.

“Suppose anybody is interested enough to be watching us,” said Harrison, “somebody who wants to know where I am tonight. Don’t you think the very fact that you have been all that time on the look-out would suggest to the simplest brain that you were expecting me to arrive here at any moment?”

“Yes, sir.”

“So that anybody can know I’m in Hawcross?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You ought to be more careful, Henry,” said Harrison. “Things are getting very serious and any false move may upset the whole thing. You see, I must rely on you sometimes to use your own judgment.”

Henry looked pathetically contrite, a great contrast to the colleague rather than assistant of a great detective who had left the “Sun” inn earlier in the day.

“Still,” continued Harrison, “it doesn’t matter much in this case. It rather fits in with my plans than otherwise. I want the world to know I’m at Hawcross. In fact, Bamberger, I want you to go and telephone to the delightful Finney. Tell him that you have broken down at Hawcross and will not go any farther to-night. You and Mr. Harrison—be particularly careful to mention my name—and his secretary have decided to stay here the night. If the car is ready you will go on to London in it in the morning. If not, you and your friends will go on by train and you will call for it on your way back to Penstoke. You understand?”

“Yes, Mr. Harrison,” answered Bamberger, and he went off to carry out his commission.

“You want Miss Williams and Mr. Cross to know you are staying here?” asked Henry.

“Exactly,” said Harrison, “and as I have no direct means of communication with them, Henry, I am relying on Mr. Finney to pass on the message.”

“I don’t quite see why, sir,” said Henry, very deferentially because he felt that, for the moment, the basis of equality between him and Harrison had quite disappeared.

“Have a shot at it, Henry,” said Harrison, in a kindly voice. “You’re losing heart. You know my methods well enough by this time. Now why should I want the enemy to know that I am staying the night at Hawcross?”

“I really can’t think, sir,” answered Henry.

“Yes, you can, Henry,” said Harrison persuasively.

Henry knitted his forehead in a great effort and then a gleam of light came into his eyes and a smile spread across his face.

“I know, sir,” he said, triumphantly, “because you are not going to stay here the night at all.”

“Quite right, Henry,” answered Harrison. “Now you’re showing some of your old form. And don’t forget we shall need it, too. I may have sounded rather angry a moment ago but that was only because I need your help as much as I ever did and you seemed to me to be getting slack.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” said Henry.

“That’s all right,” answered Harrison, “but neither of us can afford to be slack. We’ve got to be at our highest pitch. We’re fighting very strong opponents and it’s going to be touch and go to trap them. They must realise we’re well after them.”

“Are we, sir?” asked Henry.

“We certainly are,” answered Harrison, “and I personally should prefer a few hours’ quiet in the chambers before they know I’m there.”

“I see, sir,” said Henry.

“Directly they realise I’m back in London,” said Harrison, “they’ll be keeping a pretty close eye on me, so if I can arrange to be there a little earlier than they expect I can pull things together and make a few essential arrangements before they can take a hand in the game.”

“So we leave here at once, sir?” asked Henry.

“Directly Mr. Bamberger is ready,” answered Harrison.

Philip Bamberger soon reappeared from the inn with the news that he had successfully carried out his instructions. Finney had been full of sympathy and hoped that both his master and Mr. Harrison would have a comfortable night. He seemed to emphasise his wishes about Harrison, but Bamberger might have imagined that, for telephones do play tricks with voices.

Harrison smiled and explained to Bamberger exactly what he wanted to do next. The motor-car did not take long to get ready and the three of them were soon speeding in the gathering darkness towards London.

They reached Harrison’s rooms in the Temple in the small hours of the morning and Henry immediately set about preparing the inevitable cup of tea.

“Do you want to go to bed?” Harrison asked Bamberger.

“Is that a question or a command?” asked Bamberger in return.

“Certainly not a command,” said Harrison, “but I thought you might be tired.”

“Not a bit,” was the reply. “I’d much rather stay here and listen.”

“Young man,” said Harrison, with a laugh, “you’re expecting rather a lot, aren’t you?”

Bamberger started apologising but Harrison stopped him.

“Still you’re entitled to listen,” he said. “It concerns you a great deal. I had intended to go over the ground with Henry before I went to bed so you can stay, if you like.”

Bamberger gave a warm smile of gratitude and Henry soon appeared with the tea-tray.

“Any letters of importance?” asked Harrison.

“Nothing very exciting, sir,” answered Henry.

“Any visitors?”

“No sign of any, sir,” was the reply.

“We’d better have a good look, at any rate, for traces of them,” said Harrison, and he and Henry proceeded to a minute scrutiny of every corner of the chambers.

Bamberger was somewhat amused at these proceedings and Harrison caught his smile as he peered into a book-littered corner.

“I assure you it’s quite necessary,” he said to Bamberger. “The people who mix in my circle are terribly informal; in fact, they seem to take a delight in doing things in an abnormal way. They would not think of doing anything as straight-forwardly as you might. They leave their traces in the oddest spots. They even leave themselves about sometimes when you least expect to see them. A very curious lot, Bamberger.”

“It seems all right, sir,” said Henry.

“Very well, Henry,” answered Harrison, “we can settle down now. I’m sorry to make you work overtime, but a notebook and pencil will be essential because we must record progress.”

The thought of overtime did not seem to perturb Henry in the least. Harrison settled down in the chair at his desk, produced a cigar and, lighting it, puffed with great contentment. Bamberger settled in the armchair at the side of the desk usually occupied by anxious clients. Henry poured out the tea and, having allotted the cups, sat at the opposite side of the desk to Harrison and waited patiently to take the necessary notes.

“First of all we have only three material pieces of evidence,” said Harrison. “One you know about. That is the address at Havre I found in Sir Jeremiah’s book. These are the other two.”

He produced from his pocket the empty packet of ‘Little Slam’ cigarettes and the picture card of Admiral Benbow. “This remarkable likeness of a great English hero,” said Harrison, holding up the cigarette card, “is already known to Henry. I may as well explain to you, Mr. Bamberger, that we found it in the pocket of a cook’s costume exactly similar to that worn by Mr. Marston.”

“Exactly similar?” asked Bamberger, with astonishment.

“It may surprise you,” answered Harrison, “although it ought not to, because a chef’s costume is one of the easiest and therefore most popular fancy dresses in existence, but Mr. Spoker has quite a collection of such costumes, all in a stock pattern, and it was in one of them that this was found.”

“I see,” said Bamberger.

“Such a discovery is important in itself, of course,” said Harrison, blandly, with a certain innocent enjoyment of the bewilderment of his hearers, “but when it is coupled with the third material piece of evidence it is invaluable.” He held up the empty cigarette packet.

“Little Slam!” said Henry, with a gasp.

“The same kind of packet from which the cigarette card came,” said Harrison. “Fancy cigarettes, Mrs. Tunnery calls them, and therefore more easily identified. It may be that this is the identical packet which contained this particular card.”

“Where on earth did you get it, sir?” asked Henry, excitedly.

“I found it on the edge of the wood at Penstoke, not far from where the play was performed,” answered Harrison.

“Good lord,” said Henry.

“I am afraid I don’t quite see what it all means,” said Bamberger.

“It may mean, Bamberger,” answered Harrison, “I think we may fairly claim it may mean that the second cook’s costume went down to Penstoke and back again to Spoker’s at the time the famous play was taking place.”

“It’s a long shot, sir,” said Henry reproachfully.

“Not so long as you think, Henry,” answered Harrison. “I have told you they were fancy cigarettes—a special brand favoured by a particular individual. The connection of this particular kind of costume with the spot where the packet was lying is not difficult to follow.”

“You mean that somebody else wore the same kind of costume as Mr. Marston?” asked Bamberger.

“That’s the suggestion,” said Harrison who had his eye on Henry, bursting to give his own views on the matter, “but we must go steadily. Henry’s a great jumper, Bamberger, and we really must keep an eye on him. He’d jump anybody into the dock on these small objects, but I’m not going to let him. He’s going to take notes while we look at the facts of the case as we know them, or think we know them at present. Indeed they may be much more important than the material evidence.”

“Very well, sir,” said Henry, subsiding, “but I can’t help guessing.”

“And you may be right,” said Harrison. “I expect you are, but let’s wait till we’ve gone a bit farther. Now then, what do we know? First of all, we know that Miss Williams had a great hand in the organising of the play.”

“That’s true,” said Bamberger.

“It written by Miss Livia, I gather,” said Harrison. “Was it all her own idea?”

“Well, we all had suggestions, of course,” said Bamberger, “and if she liked them she worked them in.”

“So you added scenes when a bright idea occurred to you?” said Harrison. “The whole programme wasn’t complete to start with.”

“No,” said Bamberger.

“And the King’s Scullion episode?” asked Harrison. “Was that one of the original ideas or added later?”

“I don’t think it was one of the first things we thought of,” answered Bamberger. “In fact, I’m sure it wasn’t.”

“Was it thought of more than a month ago?”

“I couldn’t say.”

“Or who suggested it?”

“I couldn’t say that either.”

“For my own part,” said Harrison, “I’m prepared to believe that it was not suggested more than a month ago and that, if Miss Helen Williams did not make the suggestion, she certainly had a hand in fixing the final details.”

“That would be extremely likely.”

“I suppose anybody would suggest odd pieces of by-play?” asked Harrison.

“Yes, we all had ideas in that way,” answered Bamberger, and then his face clouded over and a look of sadness came into his eyes.

“I understand, Bamberger,” said Harrison, gently, “and I know how painful all this must be to you. I shan’t stay on the point long but we must clear it up. The idea of hitting your father on the head with a spoon. Did you suggest it?”

“I have no idea,” answered the young man in a quiet voice. “We all had ideas. Anyone might have done.”

“Miss Williams might, for example?” asked Harrison.

“Certainly she might,” said Bamberger.

“And now,” said Harrison, “did Miss Williams suggest Spoker’s?”

“I shouldn’t think so,” answered Bamberger. “We went through a list of people who supplied costumes. Livia and I decided that. I had heard of them as being very reliable. No, I don’t think Miss Williams had anything to do with choosing them at all.”

“But she knew whom you had chosen?”

“Oh, yes,” answered Bamberger; “she would have known that. She was particularly keen on knowing all the details.”

“Of course she was,” said Harrison. “So we may assume that, on every matter to do with the play, Miss Williams was particularly well informed.”

“Certainly,” answered Bamberger.

“Now we can start putting one or two of the facts together,” said Harrison. “About six months ago a strange man called on your father. His visit was so important that your father thought his life might be in danger as a result of it. You will remember that your admirable but untrustworthy butler, Mr. Finney, was also perturbed by it. We must therefore assume that he had some information to give your father which was extremely damaging to some other person or persons—so damaging that they would stop at nothing to suppress it. I think we may further assume that they had ways and means of keeping an eye on your father so as to make certain that he did not communicate that information to anyone else. Still he was a source of danger to them because he actually possessed it. I am sorry to put it so crudely, Bamberger; you understand, don’t you?”

“Of course I do,” answered Philip Bamberger, with a reassuring look at Harrison.

“We realise that your father thought of a safe place for that information,” continued Harrison “He wrote it down in the book he was reading and in such a way that those who were watching never guessed.”

“You mean the Havre address was the reason for murdering my father?” asked Bamberger, with horror.

“Exactly,” said Harrison. “Not quite the address itself but I should say all that address means to the other people—‘the enemy’, as we have called them before. The next point is that we feel certain that part of the enemy forces consists of Miss Williams and Mr. Cross.”

“Do we?” asked Bamberger.

“Well, I think we can say that their conduct has been so suspicious that we are justified including them among the enemy,” answered Harrison. “Now, Henry, we have two more members of the enemy in your foreign friends at the ‘Sun.’ What were their names?”

“Josephs and Skelofski,” said Henry, looking at this notes.

“Not very important, of course,” said Harrison, “but all part of the scheme. First of all, Miss Williams, with all her charm and brain, arrives at Penstoke. I don’t want to put it too bluntly, Bamberger, but when she arrived, the enemy had definitely fixed the fate of your poor father.”

“I still can hardly believe a woman like her could be mixed up in such a horrible business,” said Bamberger.

“Miss Williams, to my mind, Bamberger, has no feelings whatever,” answered Harrison. “If there existed anybody without a heart, that person is Miss Williams. She is a type, luckily a rare one, of beauty and brains of outstanding order, mixed with sheer disregard of all law, convention and morality. A dangerous combination in a woman. We’ve seen it before, Henry, haven’t we, in a woman very like Miss Williams, even to look at. They might almost have been twins.”

“If you ask my opinion—” started Henry.

“But I don’t, Henry, although I regret it,” said Harrison. “Let’s leave it at that and forget your illusion that Miss Helen Williams and a lady we once did battle with in Geneva are one and the same person. What if they are? It doesn’t help us. Miss Williams is the name of the woman were dealing with now and that ought to be sufficient. Now, as I said, Bamberger, if a person like Miss Williams appears on the scene, something pretty serious is in the air. You can see how she organised Miss Marston’s play.”

“It wouldn’t please Livia to hear that said,” commented Bamberger with a smile.

“The best conjuror always insists that you choose a card for yourself,” said Harrison “Miss Williams became so friendly with the Marston ladies and was so extraordinarily tactful in her behaviour that nobody would suggest she interfered with the play at all. Just a few suggestions—one wouldn’t even remember what they were. Really very helpful. Yet we have a shrewd idea what they were. Miss Williams suggested the King’s Scullion episode; Miss Williams suggested the by-play of hitting your father on the head; Miss Williams suggested that Marston should do the hitting and—” here Harrison’s voice grew grave—“Miss Williams suggested that your father should be the victim.”

“I suppose you’re right,” said Bamberger. “You’ve been right over everything up to now, but if you put me in the witness box I couldn’t prove any one of those points and I had as much to do with organising the play as anybody.”

“But you couldn’t deny it, could you?” said Harrison.

Bamberger thought for a moment. “Of course that’s true,” he answered. “I certainly couldn’t deny it.”

“You must realise all the time, Bamberger,” said Harrison, “these people—the enemy—are playing for very high stakes and they’re using their brains as well and pretty good brains at that. Now we fit Mr. Josephs and Mr. Skelofski into the puzzle. The plan is going as arranged. Your father has accepted the invitation to take part in the play. The scene is worked out as the enemy wants it. The preparations for the play are in full swing and down come Josephs and Skelofski as odd job men. Their work is to hang about the place, keep an eye on things and pick up any odd knowledge in the neighbourhood. They are also a point of contact between Miss Williams and someone greater than themselves: the ‘Head’ they call him, a mysterious person whom we may have identified as Mr. Cross?”

“I should have thought that was pretty clear,” said Bamberger.

“It’s only jumping at conclusions, that’s all,” said Harrison. “We may know he is a friend of Miss Williams. We may know she met him here secretly the night before the play. We may know that Josephs and Skelofski were expecting the ‘Head’ that same night, but it is jumping at conclusions to make him and Mr. Cross identical.”

“I suppose so,” said Bamberger.

“Of course, we know, incidentally, that all this furious driving about the country in her car was just a blind,” continued Harrison. “That was obviously her way of keeping in touch with your two foreigners, Henry. If we could trace all their movements while they were in the Penstoke district, you would find that she met them regularly in out-of-the-way places. She could not meet them openly, and to send messages mm the house in any way would have been far too risky.”

“I see that,” said Bamberger.

“But what is, of course, much more important,” said Harrison, “is what happened when the play was acted. A point which you do not know but which I have just found out is that Josephs and Skelofski had discovered a way to get to the scene of the play from the road without having to come through the grounds.”

“Good heavens,” said Henry. “That’s something fresh, sir.”

“It carries us a bit farther, Henry, certainly,” answered Harrison. “Now we know that at the same time in London a series of clever moves were being made to procure a duplicate of the costume worn by Mr. Marston and to procure it in such a way that nobody would know it had been used at all for such a purpose. That’s why I asked you about Miss Williams and Spoker, Bamberger.”

“Go on,” said Bamberger, eagerly.

“The costume was brought down here at the last possible moment,” said Harrison. “Far better that it should not be missing too long. Just about the time the play was to begin, a man came through the gap which had been so conveniently discovered—I expect he was brought by a motor-car which stood and waited for him. By the way, the road at that spot is not much used by traffic. We must assume he was wearing the cook’s clothes covered by a long raincoat or something like that—he may not even have had that because if he walked about openly everybody would have thought he was William Marston.”

“But suppose he had met Mr. Marston wearing the same kind of costume?” asked Bamberger.

“That would have been impossible,” answered Harrison.

“Impossible?” asked Henry with surprise.

“Quite impossible,” answered Harrison. “That is another thing I have learnt to-day. An unavoidable accident, carefully arranged, kept Mr. Marston in the house until quite ten minutes after his own particular scene was due to begin. That I know for certain. Now, Bamberger, you were looking after a lot of the details of stage management. Did you notice whether the King’s Scullion scene started punctually?”

“To the best of my knowledge,” answered Philip Bamberger, “pretty well the time we had arranged.”

“Well, then,” said Harrison, “can’t you see what happened?”

“Somebody took Mr. Marston’s place,” said Henry.

“And struck down my father,” said Bamberger.

“Just a moment,” said Harrison, “let us go on with the story we are tracing. The stranger, let us call him that for the moment, waited outside the wood. He must have been there a little time because he smoked quite a number of ‘Little Slam’ cigarettes.”

Henry nearly dropped his notebook at the last remark.

“That’s all right, Henry,” said Harrison. “I found the empty cigarette packet there, with a number of cigarette ends, so that is fairly simple. Now we have to guess again. One of his friends in the car would have relieved him of his coat just at the time he was to perform. He kept his cigarette packet because we may assume he had only one left. This he smoked while wearing the cook’s clothes and then, being very careful about leaving traces in that particular garment, he very wisely threw the empty packet away. The scene was beginning. Possibly someone called to him and he took his place—or Mr. Marston’s place, if you prefer it that way. At the critical moment he struck your unfortunate father on the head—but not with the spoon.”

“Not the spoon?” said Bamberger.

“No, he deliberately murdered your father with something like a piece of iron—a life preserver or something like that. The wound should have told the doctor that, but he didn’t look for it. He had made up his mind what had happened and could hardly have made any examination at all. What is more, the stranger was used to murder—he knew exactly where to hit.”

“The swine,” cried Bamberger.

“Amazingly cool,” Harrison, “for he went on as if nothing out of the way had happened. We were all taken in by him. Really astonishing acting. Then before anybody could know what had happened to your father, he was off the field with the players, amid great applause, and slipped back to the car and his friends without being noticed by anyone.”

“If I could only believe it,” said Bamberger.

“It’s the only possible solution,” replied Harrison.

“I agree, sir,” echoed Henry.

“What I mean, Mr. Harrison,” said Bamberger, “is that I can’t understand Mr. Marston’s behaviour at the inquest. I can’t see why he took all the blame if he knew he was perfectly innocent. If he knew someone else had taken his place surely it would have been easy enough to say so?”

“That is one thing, Bamberger, that I am not prepared to discuss,” answered Harrison, definitely. “There was an unavoidable accident and somebody took Mr. Marston’s place and he decided to take the blame himself. That is all I can say but, believe me, he felt he was doing right. I know that.”

“Everything fits in so remarkably,” said Bamberger, “one must believe it. It is really a great relief to me—except that the thought of my father being intentionally struck down is terrible.”

“Everything doesn’t fit in, sir,” said Henry, emphatically.

“That’s interesting, Henry,” answered Harrison with a smile. “What’s your trouble?”

“Well sir, may I put it in this way?” said Henry. “Everything you have told us fits in but you haven’t told us everything.”

“Really, Henry, your curiosity will be your undoing,” answered Harrison.

“It isn’t a joke, sir,” said Henry, reprovingly, “and you know it isn’t. You understand what I mean?”

“My dear Henry—” protested Harrison.

“You said the strange was very careful about leaving clues in the cook’s dress,” said Henry, unsatisfied, “and yet, he did leave one.”

“Did he?” asked Harrison, innocently.

“It’s no good trying to pull my leg, sir,” said Henry. “What about the Admiral Benbow?”

“The cigarette card?”

“‘Of course, sir. If it came out of the identical packet, as you suggested, the stranger must have put it in the cook’s costume.’

“Henry, I take back everything I said about slackness,” answered Harrison. “You’ve got to the essential point of the material clues all on your own.”

Henry smiled cheerfully.

“Why should a man who was careful enough to leave no other clues keep a cigarette picture of this kind?” continued Harrison. “Firstly because in keeping a thing of that nature he would act almost subconsciously. A cigarette card is taken out of a packet and slipped into the pocket automatically. He hardly knew he was doing it. No ordinary man does. But even if he was no ordinary man and tried to think of everything, there may be a second reason. He may have particularly wanted that special card and, recognising it, he may have put it in his pocket—as I said, almost automatically—and then forgotten it.”

“Particularly wanted it?” asked Henry.

“That’s what I said,” answered Harrison, “and it’s up to you, Henry, to think why. You haven’t done so badly up to now so I leave the problem to you. That’s about as far as we can go,” he ended, turning to Bamberger.

“You have done wonders,” said Bamberger, enthusiastically; “now you’re going to find out who is the stranger, as you call him?”

“I have an idea—” said Henry.

“Better not, Henry,” said Harrison. “Long shots would not be fair at this stage. I suppose we all have our suspicions but you can’t convict for murder on suspicion. In fact, it may be a mistake to have suspicions because they taint any evidence we get. Our minds continually think of the person we suspect and we try to make the evidence convict him instead of allowing it first to lead to the murderer, whoever he may be. We’ve done fairly well for the moment, we know how the murder happened and that’s a step forward.”

“It is,” said Bamberger, emphatically.

“Now we must know ‘who’ and ‘why.’ Both these things are wrapped up together. I’m going to start looking for ‘why’ and the farther we go with that—for I shall need a lot of help—the nearer we shall get to ‘who.’”




Part III

Why







Chapter XIV

Surrounded

It was now four o’clock in the morning and daylight was beginning to appear.

“I almost forgot,” said Harrison, vigorously, “I must ring up the Czechoslovakian legation.”

“Better get some sleep first, sir,” said Henry, soothingly.

“That would give the enemy time to follow my next move,” said Harrison. “I’m sorry to have to disturb them but I’m afraid it must be done.”

He took the telephone and spent a long time trying to obtain the particular number but patience was finally rewarded, and Bamberger was surprised to find the obvious deference the name of Clay Harrison produced. A very short chat and Harrison put back the receiver.

“They didn’t seem very annoyed,” said Bamberger, with a laugh.

“Good people,” said Harrison. “I’ve done one or two things for them and they’re always willing to help. I’m going round there at once.”

“They must be good people,” said Bamberger, with conviction. “Pretty early to get up, even for a foreigner.”

“There are foreigners and foreigners, Bamberger,” answered Harrison, “and I can tell you these are first-rate specimens. What are you going to do?”

“Find Livia,” was the brief reply.

“Pretty early to look for a lady, even for an Englishman,” answered Harrison.

“I suppose it is,” said Bamberger.

“As Henry has just said, better get some sleep first,” said Harrison. “You make yourself as comfortable as you can on my couch. I’d much rather you stayed here till I got back, then we can talk about finding Miss Marston.”

“I’m under your orders,” answered Bamberger, with a smile, and proceeded to settle down on the couch, as Harrison had suggested.

Henry settled down, too, in his own outer office, and started looking at a few letters. He had hardly got through the first when he heard Harrison’s key in the door.

“Left anything behind, sir?” said Henry, anxiously.

“Not that I know about,” answered Harrison. “How long have I been gone, Henry?”

“Hardly a minute, sir,” said Henry.

“I should call it just over an hour and a half, to be perfectly correct,” answered Harrison.

“Impossible, sir,” said Henry, his face falling. He looked at the clock and saw that it was nearly six o’clock.

“Nothing to worry about, Henry,” said Harrison. “You deserved a little sleep and there was certainly nothing to keep awake for.”

“I could have sworn, sir—” said Henry, looking ruefully at the letter which was still in his hand.

“It really makes no difference,” answered Harrison. “Is he still asleep?” He nodded to his own room.

Henry peeped cautiously at the form on the couch. “Like a lamb,” he answered.

“Well, we’d better stay in here,” said Harrison. “We must have a few notes about Czechoslovakia; we may not have time later on. Sorry, Henry, but the notebook must make another appearance.”

Henry smiled. He was as wide awake as usual now and he waited with notebook and pencil ready.

“You see, Henry, Sir Jeremiah was so interested in Czechoslovakia that the obvious thing was to go to the people here who knew that country and ask a few questions,” said Harrison.

“Of course,” said Henry.

“That’s what I did at the Czechoslovakian legation,” continued Harrison. “They really were very charming and, in some ways, quite helpful. Sir Jeremiah did come from that country when it was part of the old Austria-Hungary and, of course, he had been naturalised a long time. He started as a tailor in a very small way and, in those cheerful days before the Great War, when there seemed to be no restrictions on anything, he got a few of his many poor relations and possibly poorer friends to come and join him. He treated them well, I am told, and by sheer hard work and inventiveness built up a great trade in ready-made clothing—a romance of modern business and all that sort of thing, Henry.”

“Very praiseworthy,” said Henry, solemnly.

“As you say Henry, very praiseworthy,” answered Harrison, “the more so because he never forgot his friends in Czechoslovakia. The legation says they saw little of him themselves but he was always sending money to his own country, either to help individuals or in answer to public charity appeals. When any fellow-countryman was in distress over here, a word to Bamberger was quite sufficient. An admirable man in every way; what is more, he valued his country’s good name and this is rather important, Henry. The legation know, for a fact, that Sir Jeremiah had many friends in authority and that, through him, a number of undesirable Czechoslovakian subjects had been deported from this country.”

“What was the reason, sir?” asked Henry.

“I asked them and they were very vague about it,” answered Harrison. “I pressed them hard but they didn’t seem to know. I don’t think they were holding anything back. It was all rather mysterious; that’s why it seems rather important. The legal proceedings were very brief. The authorities were satisfied that they were undesirable and off they went. Sometimes, according to the legation, fairly well-to-do compatriots went home in this startling manner. They were mildly surprised themselves but they had implicit faith in Sir Jeremiah and when they knew he was behind a particular case they assumed things were all right.”

“That’s the way to make enemies, sir,” said Henry.

“Quite right, Henry,” answered Harrison, “it is. And I expect he made quite a large number. As he gained the respect of the British authorities he was responsible in recent years for an increasing number of such cases and, although the legation wouldn’t swear to it, he had some people of other nationalities turned out as well.”

“That’s interesting, sir,” said Henry. “No wonder he started to take precautions about himself.”

“I asked them what they thought was behind it all,” continued Harrison, “and they were rather surprised. Nothing, they said, except that he was exceptionally patriotic. There had not been many like him and it was a great loss to their country that he was dead.”

“Quite right, sir,” said Henry.

“I feel that it may have been a great loss to our country, too,” said Harrison, gravely. “Then I asked them about a month ago.”

“Did you get anything, sir?” asked Henry, eagerly.

“They were very helpful indeed,” answered Harrison. “It was a curious if somewhat short story. About a month ago a rather dishevelled and poorly-dressed compatriot walked into the legation. He gave a Czech name and was obviously one of their own people. He seemed somewhat excited but little disposed to answer questions about himself. All they seemed to know about him was that he had just crossed the Channel and had managed to discover the address of the legation. His particular aim was to see Bamberger, senior. The legation people hesitated. They were not particularly keen on the look of him but he seemed so much in earnest that at last they gave him the address at Penstoke and he dashed off.”

“That fits in all right, sir,” said Henry.

“For what it’s worth, Henry,” answered Harrison, “but that’s as far as it goes. They know nothing about the man. They’ve never seen him since. The name he gave was a false one. It might have been Czech but it was not traceable. I gather they have a fairly good system over there, and when the legation made inquiries nothing was known of a man of that name. All the families with the name could be accounted for. So we’re left high and dry.”

“And you’re keeping the best bit of information till the last,” said Henry.

“Really, Henry, I’m ashamed of you,” said Harrison; “a breach of good manners.”

“1 can’t help knowing your methods,” answered Henry with a smile. “What else shall I put in the notebook?”

“Very well, Henry,” said Harrison, “I asked them if they had ever heard of Helen Williams?”

Henry smiled broadly.

“Sorry, Henry,” continued Harrison, “but they hadn’t, in a professional way. Of course they knew about her from the picture-papers and that sort of thing, but that was all. No trace of a connection with anything else.”

“And then?” asked Henry.

“You’re really very persistent, Henry,” said Harrison. “Then, to round things off, I asked them if they had ever heard of Cross. Henry, they had.”

“Splendid,” said Henry.

“They said it was curious I should mention the name,” said Harrison, “and they didn’t know whether they ought to say anything but we had always been good friends, and all that sort of thing—very mysterious, you know, Henry.”

“Something pretty good, then,” said Henry.

“Well, in a way, I think we might say it was,” answered Harrison. “They looked mysteriously round the room as if they would like to have searched every corner for spies, and then they told me that they had recently had a very secret message from Prague asking them to find out all they could about a man named Cross, who was known to be in London at that moment.”

“Is that all, sir?” asked Henry, in a disappointed tone.

“All, Henry; isn’t that enough?” returned Harrison. “A very definite link of Cross with Czechoslovakia and so with Bamberger. It’s one of the most satisfactory thing we’ve heard yet. It’s helping to simplify the ground for us.”

“Did they know anything about Cross?” asked Henry, duly reproved.

“Strangely enough, very little,” answered Harrison, “not much more than they did about the excited gentleman. They made inquiries and discovered that Mr. Cross was of German descent and had been staying in London for some little while. He seemed to have a fair amount of money and was willing to spend it. He mixed in quite good society. He came under that nondescript heading of ‘financier.’ He was making arrangements for floating a company to be called the ‘European Development Company.’ A beautiful name, Henry; nothing wrong with that. There seemed to be nothing wrong about it. The idea was to supply capital to European industries which needed it. Get rid of the national idea and make it European.”

“Sounds a bit wild to me,” said Henry.

“I wasn’t very convinced myself,” replied Harrison, “but it seems to have good backing in the City and all that sort of thing. They even asked Scotland Yard to make doubly sure and, very curiously, Scotland Yard had had their eye on Mr. Cross too but could find nothing against him at all.”

“Seems all right, then, sir,” said Henry.

“Except that the fact that Mr. Cross had roused suspicion in a number of quarters is extremely interesting and might explain a lot of the facts we hope to discover. One thing they were particularly emphatic about, and they said the Yard was inclined to agree, and that was the lack of personality of Mr. Cross. He seemed so self-effacing—a kind of nondescript sort of type, the sort of man you would not remember long after meeting him. So much so, they said, that he was a man almost impossible to describe. People who knew him described him to them as just an ordinary sort of man and that was about as far as the got. Not the type you would expect to be mixed up with big financial transactions.”

“Possibly being used by somebody else,” commented Henry.

“Possibly, Henry,” answered Harrison. “Still Mr. Cross must take his own special place in our investigations. I haven’t come to any real conclusion about him yet but he interests me enormously. The legation people promised to let me know if they found out anything more about him. They knew their own authorities would not be satisfied with the present results and, of course, I promised to let them know if I stumbled on anything myself. And that is really everything, Henry. I’ve kept nothing back from you.”

Henry smiled affectionately at his master and, after a short disappearance, reappeared with tea. Harrison drank happily and the two of them sat quietly thinking while Philip Bamberger slept peacefully in the other room.

Soon after eight o’clock there was a knock on the door.

“Rather early for visitors,” said Harrison.

“Postman, I expect,” answered Henry.

“Better see if it is anybody, Henry,” said Harrison.

Henry went to the door and opened it. He gave a gasp as he did so for, standing there in her freshest and most dazzling toilet, stood Miss Williams.

“I’m afraid I’m rather early, Mr. Harrison,” she said, with a brilliant smile, “but I particularly want to talk to you. May I come in?”

“Of course, Miss Williams,” said Harrison, with as much heartiness as he could muster. “It is good of you to honour me with a visit.”

“A little insincere, Mr. Harrison, I must say,” answered the lady, coming into the room, “but that’s excusable in a man as tired as you must be.”

“My own room’s occupied at the moment,” said Harrison, “but it will be all right in a moment.”

Harrison went to his own room and speedily woke up Bamberger, telling him who was outside. Bamberger gave an exclamation of surprise and jumped off the couch. “No, go outside with Henry and wait,” said Harrison. “Don’t go away and, for heaven’s sake, don’t show too much surprise, or anything else, when you see Miss Williams.”

Harrison went to the door with him and held it open for Miss Williams. He noticed that Henry was in the farthest part of the room away from her and had a look in his eyes compounded of fright and fascination, such as the fabled rabbit is supposed to reveal in the presence of the serpent.

“Sit down, Miss Williams,” said Harrison, cheerfully, seating himself at his desk; “and tell me what I can do for you.”

“All sorts of things, Mr. Harrison,” answered Helen Williams, equally cheerfully, sitting down. “First of all may I smoke?”

“Certainly,” answered Harrison. “Mine or yours?”

“My own, if you don’t mind,” was the answer. “I am sorry I do not carry cigars. Clay Harrison’s reputation can hardly be divorced from cigars, can it?”

“You flatter me by giving me a reputation,” said Harrison.

“I haven’t come here to flatter you,” said Miss Williams, “but I can’t help liking you.”

“I am still flattered,” said Harrison.

You use your brain and you’re a good worker,” said Miss Williams. “And what is more, you do it yourself. You’re an individualist. In a world where everybody seems to be looking after everybody else, you maintain your own individuality.”

“I’m frightfully interested in other people’s business.”

“Too much so,” said Miss Williams, looking at him fixedly with her beautiful eyes, “but all the same you only do that as your job in life, not as this horrible socialist idea would have it, because you can’t keep your finger out of the other man’s pie.”

“I try to protect society,” answered Harrison.

“You’re very perverse, Mr. Harrison,” she said. “You know what I mean. You’re an individualist. You’ve too much brain to be anything else. I’m one too.”

“Congratulations,” said Harrison. “If it’s a question of brain I should say that you have too much yourself to be anything else.”

“I didn’t come here for a mutual admiration society or to discuss politics,” said Miss Williams, “but I think we shall understand each other more clearly—or, at any rate, you will understand me better—if we know exactly where we are. You will admit there’s not much chance for an individualist in present-day society.”

“Well?” said Harrison.

“There’s more chance out of it, as a matter of fact,” said Miss Williams.

“That means a desert island or—”

“Or being against society, of course,” Miss Williams said with a smile. “If you want to lead your own life you have to lead it your own way.”

“And if the law interferes?”

“You must interfere with the law.”

“In fact become a criminal.”

“Criminal is a harsh word,” said Miss Williams.

“But the right one,” commented Harrison.

“An unnecessarily ugly word,” said Miss Williams. “Still you cling to conventionality, Mr. Harrison, because I suppose you’re afraid to give it up. If I express my true self by breaking the law would you call me a criminal?”

“Certainly,” said Harrison.

“Then I suppose I must be,” she said with a brilliant smile. “I’ve broken the law for years because it’s much more interesting than keeping it. Crime, as you call it, gives me so much more scope. To me it’s so much more worth doing.”

“At any rate you can reckon me on the other side,” said Harrison.

“I suppose that’s all I could expect,” said Miss Williams, sadly, placing her gloved hand on the desk very near Harrison’s. “I thought you would understand.”

“Possibly I do,” was his reply, “but it doesn’t help matters. I don’t agree, that’s all. My job is to get you put in prison, if I can find evidence enough. Two points of view that’s all.”

“But you won’t, will you?” asked Miss Williams, with a melting look.

“I’m sorry to seem discourteous, Miss Williams,” said Harrison, “but you yourself have mentioned that I seem tired. I admit it, I am very tired, so if the only reason why you came to see me was to discuss the theory of crime, I am afraid I must say we have had enough of it.”

Miss Williams looked extremely hurt.

“But if you came to discuss some much more important business,” said Harrison, “which is what I assume, we may get on with it?”

Miss Williams laughed.

“Don’t be so ponderous, Mr. Harrison,” she said, laughing again. “You know very well I came for something else, but honestly I do like talking to you, and to see your non-conformist conscience bubbling up and to watch the halo of social sanctity glow round your head always gives me a new thrill. I am so sorry but really you mustn’t be quite so heavy with me. You like me a bit yourself, you know, and you admit, without saying it, that I’m worth fighting. Now let’s put our cards on the table.”

“I think we’d better call first and find out who’s to be dummy,” said Harrison quietly.

“Good,” said Miss Williams.

“You can call,” said Harrison.

“Then I advise you to keep out of the game altogether,” said Miss Williams.

“That’s not very sporting,” said Harrison. “A minute ago you said we’d put our cards on the table.”

“I suppose I used the wrong phrase, Mr. Harrison,” answered Miss Williams, with another enchanting smile. “I really meant that you should throw your cards on the table.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re meddling.”

“That’s no reason.”

“Because meddling’s dangerous.”

“That’s no reason either.”

“Suppose I admit you’re brave,” said Miss Williams, “You’d have made a far finer criminal than non-conformist. Still, it’s useless to waste yourself, isn’t it?”

“Am I wasting myself?”

“Obviously,” answered Miss Williams, “but of course you need convincing so I’ll produce some cards. First of all you imagine that Bamberger died by violence?”

“That’s not difficult,” said Harrison. “Try again.”

“Secondly, you have been making inquiries which annoy a number of my friends.”

“Because they are suspicious characters?”

“My dear Mr. Harrison,” said Miss Williams, sweetly, “from your point of view all my friends are suspicious characters. You have been ferreting around at Penstoke until you think you have found something that leads to my friends.”

“Really?” said Harrison, innocently.

“Why pose, Mr. Harrison,” said the lady, sweetly; “We understand each other well enough by now. We know all you did at Penstoke. We know you pretended to stay the night at Hawcross and that you came straight here. By the way, may I say that was rather a poor effort; it wouldn’t have taken in a child. So you see we know a lot about you.”

“Good.”

“And I warn you that whenever you make a move we make another one to counter it.”

“So you admit that you are dodging me?” said Harrison.

“Good again,” was the reply. “I am willing to admit that I realise you are interested in me—in a way I’m not particularly pleased about. There are other ways, of course?”

“If only I were a lady’s man,” said Harrison.

“I’ve wasted an awful time trying to get you to like me,” said Miss Williams. “I suppose you boast of being woman-proof. Other men have proved easier.” As she said the last words she gave him a meaning look and waited for an answer.

“That’s not my fault,” said Harrison, placidly.

“So you see,” went on Miss Williams, betraying no hint of disappointment at the lack of reaction to her remark, “we are very well informed about you.”

“But you have said nothing about me which should alarm you or your friends.”

“We don’t know what’s in your head,” said Miss Williams.

“And you’re afraid of that?”

“You know more than we have discovered,” said Miss Williams, “so we don’t trust you.”

“You and your friends pay me quite an undeserved compliment,” said Harrison; “besides, you have been watching everything I did. You said so yourself.”

Miss Williams hit her lip and said nothing.

“Bluff, my dear Miss Williams,” said Harrison. “It works sometimes.”

“Frightfully clever, Mr. Harrison,” said the lady, venomously, “but we’re taking no chances. You’re in the way, very much in the way. Because you once got the better of a friend of mine, Miss Jeanne de Marplay, you think yourself no end of a detective and can do the same to me. I promised Jeanne I would straighten up the account for her—”

“And you’re going to do it?’

“You can’t prevent it this time, Mr. Harrison,” said Miss Williams, decisively. “I’m afraid you made me a bit angry a moment ago but you are so foolish about your own interests. You won’t leave things alone then?”

“You have given me no reason to.”

“It may be rather a dangerous game.”

“Thank you, Miss Williams,” was the reply, “it’s my job.”

“Very well,” said Miss Williams, “I’ve given you your chance.” She took up her handbag and opened it quickly. Harrison thought vaguely that she was going to produce an automatic pistol and finish things on the spot, but instead she brought out a large envelope and handed it to him.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“Just an invitation for to-night,” was the reply.

Harrison took a handsomely engraved card from the envelope and read that Mr. Eugene Cross had much pleasure in requesting his company to a reception to be held at some address in Hampstead.

“How very nice of Mr. Cross,” said Harrison, “but—”

“Of course you’ll come,” said Miss Williams. “I’ve promised to act as hostess. He’s not married, you see, and he wants to meet some of the people who count, so they’re coming to-night.” She saw a look of hesitation in Harrison’s eyes. “Afraid?”

“Not particularly,” said Harrison, “and I should like to see you doing the honours—so to speak. But I’m wondering whether the atmosphere won’t be a bit unhealthy for me.”

“Mr. Cross was particularly keen on your coming,” said Miss Williams; “in fact, some friends of his are going to call for you in a car about nine o’clock.”

“That’s very kind of him,” said Harrison, “but I couldn’t put him to that trouble.”

“It’s no trouble, I assure you,” answered Miss Williams, her eyes taking on rather a cruel look. “You really must be there.”

“And I suppose some of Mr. Cross’s friends will be watching my movements all day to see that nothing happens to me before the party?”

Miss Williams laughed. “Very bright of you,” she said, and added apologetically, “our plans would be so badly upset if you weren’t there that really we had to take some precautions.”

“So really I’m surrounded,” said Harrison.

“We must see you to-night,” was the reply.

“I gave you your chance, you know,” said Miss Williams, sadly. “There’s still time to take it even now.”

“We’ll talk about it tonight,” answered Harrison.

“We certainly shall,” said Miss Williams, cordially. “By the way, may I just warn you that the streets are getting more and more dangerous, and if you were to do anything I didn’t like, we—”

“I shouldn’t get to the party,” answered Harrison, “and that would be a pity.”

“It would,” said Miss Williams, with conviction. “Then everything’s settled. Au revoir till this evening, Mr. Harrison.” She rose from her chair and Harrison, with the utmost politeness, went across to the door and opened it for her.




Chapter XV

Counter-Attack

“Where’s Bamberger?” said Harrison, as Miss Williams disappeared, with an entrancing smile to Henry.

“Gone out, sir,” answered Henry.

“But I told him not to go away,” said Harrison.

“He didn’t tell me that, sir,” said Henry. “Still, nothing would have stopped him. He marched up and down here until I got the fidgets and told him to sit down. Then he sat down and played tunes with his fingers until I nearly shrieked. Then he said he was going to look for her, and I thought it was a splendid idea.”

“Of course you told him so,” said Harrison.

“Well, I opened the door for him,” answered Henry. “That young man has no right to go on like that. I’ve been in love myself, sir, but I would have been ashamed to go on the way he did: a regular nuisance to everybody around.”

“Personally Henry,” said Harrison, “I think it’s good to see a young man so genuinely head over heels as young Bamberger is. Possibly she doesn’t deserve it or, at any rate, doesn’t appreciate it. She may do when this business is over.”

“When it is over,” echoed Henry, dismally.

“We’re getting along, Henry,” answered Harrison; “no doubt of that. The enemy has shown the first sign of being rattled.”

“That’s good, sir,” said Henry.

“Come into my room and let me sit down, Henry,” said Harrison, rather wearily. “I’m too tired to stand here talking to you.”

They moved towards the door of the inner room when Harrison suddenly drew back and threw open the front door quickly. Henry waited for a melodramatic eavesdropper to fall in but nothing happened except for a rather surprised glance from a man who was dressed like a messenger going up the stairs to a higher floor.

Harrison shut the front door and they both settled down in his room.

“A bit jumpy, sir?” questioned Henry.

“Maybe, Henry,” answered Harrison, “but one has to confirm one’s suspicions.”

“Has she been worrying you, sir?” said Henry, placing the most underlining emphasis on the feminine pronoun.

“Not much,” answered Harrison. “That’s what I wanted to tell you about. She’s a very cunning person, Henry.”

“I’m sure she is, sir,” replied Henry, with conviction.

“But it wasn’t very clever to try to bluff me,” said Harrison.

“I should call it cheek,” said Henry.

“That’s very ungallant to an undoubtedly attractive woman, Henry,” was the answer. “The more I see of her the more I understand her power, Henry. She fascinates you, she half fascinates me and it’s more tiring, even as a physical test of endurance, to resist her than one realises at the time. She’s the incarnate feminine, Henry.”

“That’s what Bamberger might have said about his lady love,” Henry answered, cynically.

“I can’t help it, Henry,” answered Harrison. “She tried her enticements on me. She wanted something out of me of course, but she made me feel I was the only masculine for the feminine, and it’s an exhausting business. I pity any poor fellow who really falls in love with her, Henry.”

“I should pity any fellow she really fell in love with herself,” said Henry, solemnly.

“Perfectly right, Henry,” said Harrison; “you win there. He would have the worse time.”

“You are certain you resisted her, sir?” said Henry, seriously.

“Don’t worry, Henry, I did,” answered Harrison. “We’re rather alike about women, aren’t we? I haven’t time to be serious and you conscientiously keep yourself from being serious. When the blandishments did not work she tried bluff but not before she had a shot at seeing whether I knew about Marston.”

“Marston?” said Henry, with surprise.

“I’ve rather given it away, haven’t I, Henry?” said Harrison. “It doesn’t matter if you know, of course, but I didn’t want to tell Bamberger. She was the reason Marston didn’t appear in the play in time.”

“I’m not surprised,” said Henry.

“She told me she expected I boasted of being woman-proof and added, with a knowing look, that other men proved easier. It was neatly done and I admired her for it, but I don’t think I gave myself away.”

“And the bluff, sir?” asked Henry.

“The crudest imaginable unless it’s a kind of a blind,” answered Harrison. “She practically asked me to tell her what I knew. In exchange she was to tell me what she knew. Well, her knowledge of what I have done and what I have found out was fragmentary in the extreme. If I could be certain that it was all she knew I should be quite happy. She gave no hint of what happened at the ‘Sun’ except to ask about Marston, and that might have been a stray shot. I don’t really think she knows I saw the chauffeur and she certainly can have no idea of the material clues; except, of course, she must know something about the book. She must know through the precious Finney that I found something, but she cannot have any idea what it is.”

“Did she mention it, sir?” asked Henry.

“No, she didn’t, Henry,” answered Harrison, “and that rather puzzles me. If she was really doing a quid pro quo fishing sort of business she might have used that to strengthen her argument.”

“Then she must have been after something else,” said Henry, decisively.

“You think so, Henry?” asked Harrison. “All this talk about getting information didn’t count? But there is no doubt that she is certain I know more than I should, and she cannot work out how far my knowledge goes. That seems to be her trouble.”

“What else could she have come for, sir?” asked Henry.

“Well, she invited me out this evening,” said Harrison, passing the invitation card over to Henry.

“Reappearance of Mr. Cross,” said Henry, solemnly. “You’re not going, sir, of course?”

“Why ‘of course,’ Henry?” said Harrison. “Of course I am.”

“But if she was at such pains to hide the real reason, sir,” objected Henry, “she must think it’s frightfully important. It strikes me as if she is trying to trap you. Far better not go.”

“But there’s no danger, Henry,” said Harrison.

“I think you’re wrong there, sir,” answered Henry. “If I may say so it strikes me as very dangerous.”

“But Henry, it’s almost a public business,” said Harrison. “Mr. Cross gives a reception, with Miss Helen Williams as hostess and a lot of well-known people there.”

“Still there must be something behind it,” said Henry, persistently.

“I think it’s very charming of them,” answered Harrison, “and it would be very rude of me to refuse. Besides, you’re going to have one of the opportunities of your life, Henry.”

“I am?” asked Henry, with bewilderment.

“Certainly,” was the reply. “Don’t you realise there’s one very important piece of material evidence missing in this case.”

“One,” said Henry.

“Well, it may be almost the most important of all, Henry. Don’t you realise we haven’t a photograph of Mr. Cross?”

“That’s true, sir.”

“And if we wanted to show it to anybody, say, for identification purposes, we couldn’t do it?”

“I realise that, sir.”

“Well, I want you to get the photograph, Henry.”

“Very well,” answered Henry, quite imperturbably.

“But you haven’t asked me how it’s to be done,” said Harrison.

“You give an order, sir,” replied Henry, “and I do my best to carry it out.”

“Great,” said Harrison, with an affectionate smile; “I don’t know what I should do without you, Henry, but I think the scheme needs rather careful planning. I’ve got an idea, too, how it can be done.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I expect during your stray visits to various Fleet Street haunts you have come across a Press photographer or two, haven’t you?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Very good. Then you’re to be a Press photographer. You will produce this card, give the name of a mythical agency and say Mr. Cross particularly asked you to come.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You will get hold of the right kind of camera from somewhere and you will take a photograph when Mr. Cross seems in the best position for it. You will have to be pretty careful because I am certain he will not like it.”

“All the better, sir,” said Henry, cheerfully. “It adds to the pleasure of taking it.”

“Then I can trust you to do your best in that direction,” answered Harrison. “Now you will need an efficient flashlight apparatus. Some of them seem to misfire at the critical moment. If that happened we should be done. You must make as certain as possible that it will work all right. The next part of the scheme will need a pretty cool head.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You will do your flashlight business and take your photograph at once, Henry,” said Harrison; “then you will put an extra large dose of magnesium in the apparatus and give another flash as quickly as you can.”

“I see, sir,” said Henry. “That’s to give me a chance to get away.”

“Exactly,” said Harrison, “but it is an essential part of the scheme.”

“I won’t forget, sir,” said Henry.

“It sounds as if the place is an old-fashioned one,” said Harrison, “so there should be curtains and alcoves enough to make your preparations. At any rate, let’s trust our luck holds to that extent. Now for the time: make it ten o’clock. I expect there will still be guests arriving then and that will make it easier for you. Ten o’clock, then, Henry.”

“Very well, sir,” said Henry.

“And I should think you’d better have a moustache,” said Harrison. “Somebody might recognise you as belonging to me and that wouldn’t do at all. Better go to Spoker’s for it. He was very helpful and we ought to do what we can in return.”

“Poetic justice I call that, sir,” said Henry, with a smile.

“Have it your own way, Henry,” said Harrison. “Now you understand everything you have to do?”

“Perfectly, sir.”

“That’s good,” said Harrison, “and so much depends on that photograph I know you—”

A loud knocking on the door interrupted him.

“Not much peace this morning, Henry,” said Harrison.

“Anybody who comes banging like that on our door needs a lesson,” said Henry, viciously, “and is going to get it.”

He went to the door with a determined step and threw it open sharply, all prepared to deliver the verbal lesson he had promised and in rushed Philip Bamberger.

“It’s you, is it?” said Henry. “What do you want to make a din like that for?”

“Where is he?” shouted Philip, who seemed almost beside himself.

“Steady, steady,” said Henry. “You can’t come making a scene like this, you know.”

“I must see Mr. Harrison at once,” said Bamberger, and started to push Henry aside.

This was too much for Henry. It will be realised that the sleepless night had left both men in a somewhat over-strained condition. Their nerves were unsteady to the last point, and with Henry the loud and almost blasphemous knocking on his sacred door had been enough to add that extra drop which makes the full cup overflow. He caught hold of Bamberger by the shoulders and the two started struggling in earnest.

Such a proceeding could not be carried out in entire silence and Harrison heard sounds of strife proceeding from the outer room. Realising that anything might happen on this particular day, and being prepared for any scenes of violence—although surprised at the early nature of this one—he went cautiously to the door and opened it quietly. Seeing Henry struggling he was preparing to launch himself at the assailant when he realised that it was Philip Bamberger.

“What in heaven’s name are you two doing?” he shouted, and the assailants immediately left hold of one another and stood sheepishly apart like two schoolboys discovered struggling in the schoolroom by their master. They both started explaining at once until Harrison had to stop them and call on Bamberger individually.

“She’s gone,” shouted Bamberger, wildly. “She’s gone.”

“Just a little quieter, Mr. Bamberger, please,” said Harrison.

“But you don’t understand,” Bamberger shouted still. “She’s gone. Livia’s gone.”

“Calm yourself,” said Harrison. “Do you realise the front door is open still? Close it, Henry, please, and let us try and behave like normal human beings.”

Henry shut the door, and Bamberger again repeated, although somewhat more quietly, “She’s gone.”

“But that’s no explanation for attacking Henry,” Harrison, coldly.

“I didn’t attack him,” answered Bamberger. “He tried to stop my seeing you and I had to see you. Harrison, I had to see you—” His voice was now near a sob.

“I suppose it’s my fault, sir,” said Henry, sadly. “He’s got on my nerves enough as it is, and then when he started banging on the door and pushing past me I suppose I saw red. I’m sorry, sir, I really am.”

“Very well,” said Harrison. “We’ve all had a pretty hectic time, I know, but we can’t give in now. There’s too much work to be done. If our own camp splits up and we start fighting among ourselves we may as well throw our hand in straight away. What about it, Bamberger?”

Harrison’s gentle voice, speaking evenly and yet persuasively, seemed to have a tonic effect on Bamberger, who suddenly quietened down and said, in almost his normal voice, “I’m sorry too, Harrison.”

Harrison smiled happily and all three went into his room, the door being carefully shut behind them.

“Not a bad thing if the little quarrel is reported to the enemy,” said Harrison.

“Reported?” asked Bamberger.

“Yes,” said Harrison. “We are being rather carefully watched, at the moment. Now, what about Miss Marston?”

“She’s never been to the place at all.”

“Are you certain you went to the right spot?”

“The Magenta Hotel. There can’t be more than one in West Kensington.”

“That’s the right name,” said Henry.

“That woman and the letter, too,” said Bamberger, despairingly. “There can’t be any doubt.”

“I think you had better start at the beginning, Bamberger,” said Harrison, “and tell me exactly what happened. I’m not very clear at the moment.”

“I went to the Magenta Hotel straight from here,” answered Bamberger. “It’s a pleasant little private hotel not far from Baron’s Court station. I asked the reception clerk for Miss Marston and he said he had never heard of the name. I felt as if I had been hit between the eyes and must have looked it for the clerk seemed really concerned and had another look at his book.”

“With no result?” asked Harrison.

“None at all,” answered Bamberger, “so I asked him about Miss Williams. I thought she might have arranged things without using Livia’s name, but he had not heard of that precious woman either. I was at my wit’s end and without quite knowing why I did it, I mentioned your name, and he seemed to recognise it at once.”

“Of course he did,” said Henry. “Who doesn’t?”

“But it wasn’t because of Mr. Harrison being Mr. Harrison,” answered Bamberger. “The clerk thought for a moment and then said, ‘That’s a curious coincidence because we’re expecting a Mr. Clay Harrison to stay here very shortly.’”

It was now Harrison’s turn to look surprised.

“That’s news to me,” he said.

“It certainly was to me,” said Bamberger. “The clerk turned to the pigeon-holes for letters behind him and produced one addressed to you. ‘Yes, that’s it,’ he said, reading the name on the envelope. ‘Clay Harrison.’ I guessed there was something queer about the whole business and I saw that there wasn’t a stamp on the envelope so I asked him how it got there. He explained that a very beautiful woman.”

“Miss Williams,” said Henry.

“Of course,” said Harrison.

“She had called yesterday,” continued Bamberger. “He had been most impressed by her. She had asked for Mr. Harrison and when he told her there was no such person in the hotel she said she was certain he would be arriving any day now. She produced the letter and asked the clerk to give it to him when he arrived. He really was impressed.”

“And the letter?” said Harrison.

“I explained a little bit what had happened,” said Philip Bamberger, “and said I was coming straight back to you so I could bring the letter. He did not like parting with it but I managed to persuade him. I signed all sorts of receipts but he wouldn’t take a tip or anything like that.”

“A valuable man,” said Harrison. “What does the letter say?”

Bamberger produced a rather large envelope of very good character, with Harrison’s name boldly written upon it and handed it over. Harrison extracted a handsome piece of notepaper and read the following to the others:

DEAR MR. HARRISON,

I cannot thank you for arranging a travelling companion.


I am very fond, of course, of Livia, but her company is not what I should myself have asked for at the present moment. Considering her feelings for yourself I am surprised that you should have taken the trouble to press her on to me. Still, here she is and I can assure you she will be well looked after. Please reassure your friend, Mr. Bamberger, and her parents, and tell them that, though they are not likely to hear from her for a little while, she is quite safe and happy. Yours, till our next meeting,

HELEN WILLIAMS.



“The she devil,” exclaimed Bamberger, despairingly.

“Livia will be all right,” said Harrison. “I’m certain of that.”

“You’re certain,” said Bamberger, scornfully. “You sent her there and now she has disappeared. You’re responsible if anything happens to her and you cheerfully say you’re certain she’ll be all right. This Williams woman seems a bit too clever for you, I should say. Whatever you’ve done she’s gone one better.”

“I think that will do, Mr. Bamberger,” answered Harrison, sternly. “You disobeyed orders this morning and now you play the coward. If that is how you feel, all I can do is to ask you to leave these chambers immediately.”

“Mr. Harrison—” expostulated Bamberger.

“There’s no argument, Mr. Bamberger; you heard what I said,” replied Harrison. “I’ve taken on a big job for you, how big and how serious it is you can have no conception. You can’t trust me and so you’d better go.”

“But I do trust you, Harrison,” said Bamberger, imploringly. “I apologise most humbly for anything I have said. I didn’t mean it. I was beside myself.”

Harrison looked solemnly at him and seemed, for a few moments, to be deep in thought.

“I suppose we’re all of us a bit nervy this morning,” he said, after a while, myself as much as anyone. “I’m sorry I haven’t seemed sympathetic over Miss Marston. I am really, Bamberger, but to get her out of the hole she’s in—and it’s not an uncomfortable one, I am certain of that—we’ve got to settle accounts with the other people. Now then, are we all ready to push forward together again with the certainty we are going to win?”

His enthusiastic tone so heartened the other two that they agreed with one voice.

“Very well,” said Harrison. “Henry, you have your instructions. I’m not going to repeat them but don’t come back here again and be at the address I gave you at the time fixed. One thing more, make certain you have both your passports with you.”

“Yes, sir,” answered Henry, as if a request to have passports ready when you are only making a journey to Hampstead was the most usual thing in the world.

“You, Bamberger, may have less to do but a lot depends on it,” said Harrison. “When Henry leaves here he will be followed by someone employed by the enemy. Now you will follow the follower. It doesn’t matter if he sees you because he must keep his eye on Henry. When Henry gets some distance along Fleet Street he will suddenly turn into one of the many little courts at the side. There he is going to make a dash for it and you will come up very quickly and get in front of the gentleman who is following him. One way or another you’ve got to keep him until you yourself feel certain that Henry has got clear away. You understand?”

“Quite,” answered Bamberger.

“And you realise that it is essential to our success that it should work out all right,” said Harrison. “Henry must get away all right.”

“And then what am I to do?” asked Bamberger.

“I am afraid all you can do is to watch and wait,” answered Harrison. “What’s your club?”

“Junior Excelsior.”

“Keep in touch with it until you hear from me,” said Harrison. “That’s all, I think. Good luck.”

He shook hands with Bamberger and then, to Henry’s great surprise, with Henry himself.

“By the way, Henry,” he said, “get the café to send in some coffee and sandwiches about seven o’clock. I don’t expect I shall want to go out to-day and I may be getting hungry by then.”

Henry looked even more surprised but he and Harrison had taken their food in a similar fashion during a pressure of work and so he nodded his head. Soon afterwards Harrison heard the front door shut and went quietly to the window without being obvious to anyone outside. The window looked out on to a small paved court, a path leading diagonally from the doorway at the bottom of Harrison’s staircase to a narrow passage leading towards King’s Bench Walk. There was nobody in the court at that moment and it was very easy to keep an eye on Henry and anyone who might follow him.

Henry appeared from the doorway and started to cross the court. As he reached the passage on the other side a stranger came out of the doorway and followed him. Although walking in the most natural manner in the world—almost too natural—this was obviously a paid “shadower.” He kept a steady distance behind Henry and left no doubt, in Harrison’s mind, as to what he was doing. As this man reached the passage, Philip Bamberger emerged. As an amateur, his guile at hiding his mission was less than that of the other. He was clearly following somebody and, by hook or crook, intended to keep them in sight. The professional walker soon realised this, and just before disappearing from sight, showed his perplexity by pausing for a moment and turning round. But his duty was to follow Henry—there could be no doubt of that—so on he went and disappeared. Bamberger soon disappeared in his turn and the court was empty. Three actors had passed off the stage for the moment, thought Harrison. His conjecture had been confirmed that there had been only two watchers outside his door for no one else appeared. One had waited behind Mr. Harrison himself, and so the sandwich constructed of the other between Henry and Bamberger was likely to be successful. With the most ordinary luck, Bamberger would carry out his instructions and Henry be left to pursue his way without unwelcome observation.

Harrison went back to his chair and lit a cigar. Three actors off the stage, he thought, and one of them to return and play the most important part in the play if further tragedy was not to follow. It was taking a pretty heavy risk, but there was no help for it. He was in a tight corner and the position had to be faced.

Harrison puffed his cigar. Of course he had been foolish to shake hands with Henry. That would have made him suspicious immediately. Harrison felt he had satisfactorily disguised the seriousness of the situation up to that point. It had been an impulsively sentimental thing to do, but what could you expect. One is only human and death is an unpleasant thing to face.

Harrison had faced death before but it had usually been in a sudden form. Quick thinking and quick moving had been the way to fight against it, but in this case he had been given a day to think it over: a most unpleasant idea. He knew there would be no mercy on the other side. Miss Williams was too like the woman he had met in a previous case, Jeanne de Marplay, even if she were not the same person, to doubt that. De Marplay had not been afraid to commit murder herself and this woman was of the same persuasion. Harrison knew too much to live. His death warrant had been signed, “with a cross,” he thought with gloomy wit, but the idea pleased him all the same. Miss Williams, Cross, and their friends would be waiting for him at the party or reception or whatever one liked to call it, and some time later in the evening his number would be up. He could not guess how they would do it. He did not particularly want to. A certain amount of unpleasantness was likely to be an ingredient, but they would do it. On that point there was no argument.

It would be a gloomy business sitting there all day and thinking, but what else was there to do? If he went out he would be followed wherever he went. He did not flatter himself that he could suddenly give them the slip. They would be too good at it for him to do that. If he talked to anybody he met or tried to make a suspicious call, he might find himself under an omnibus or some equally unattractive vehicle before he knew where he was. Better stay there, for he could reckon to be safe until Mr. Cross’s friends called for him.

Harrison put down his cigar and went to the front door. He opened it gently and outside he saw someone who looked like a messenger going slowly up the staircase to the next floor. A tiring job if he has to spend the whole day at it, thought Harrison, as he closed the door again.

He went back to his desk wondering whether he should not have kept in touch with Scotland Yard. Things have happened too quickly, he thought in justification, and they could do little now. The enemy would be ready for anything like that. He had really very little to go on and even if he had sent a message to Henry, what would have been the use? And there was always the telephone. Harrison smiled and looked at the instrument. What about the telephone? He picked up the receiver and put it to his ear. The line was dead as mutton. Nothing doing there, even if he wanted to. The line had been cut. He put back the receiver.

So there he was, cut off from the world, with a sentry on his door—and this could happen in London in the nineteen-thirties. Very curious, and at that moment Harrison fell fast asleep.




Chapter XVI

The Flashlight Escape

Harrison slept soundly until a knock on his door at seven o’clock heralded the arrival of coffee and sandwiches. Surprised at the lateness of the hour, he went sleepily to the door and told the waiter to bring in the tray and put it on the table. The hovering figure of the watcher outside was fairly close to the door and Harrison could see that any effort on his part to speak quietly to the waiter might have provoked a serious interruption. It amused him therefore to raise his voice so that his sentry might undergo no undue strain in carrying out his duties.

“If you will wait a moment,” said Harrison to the waiter, “I will pay you now. I may not be here tomorrow.”

“Going away, sir?” asked the waiter.

“Yes,” answered Harrison, “on a long journey,” a reply which should certainly satisfy the gentleman outside, he thought.

“After some criminals, I suppose, sir?” said the waiter, respectfully.

Harrison smiled. He hoped the watcher had taken full note of the remarks. “Of course,” answered Harrison, quite loudly, “and when I get back I hope to have a nice collection rounded up.”

“That’s good, sir,” said the waiter, pocketing the money. “You must be a terror to them, from all I hear.”

He disappeared and Harrison was left alone, hoping that the watcher had profited wisely by the lesson. His sleep had refreshed him greatly and he enjoyed his slender meal. Very leisurely he changed his clothes and was smoking and musing over all the possibilities of the night before him—such a great deal depended on Henry—when another knock came on the door. “My escort,” he said to himself and opened the door to two men in evening clothes. “Good evening, gentlemen,” he said, with a slight bow. “Friends of Mr. Cross?”

“We have come to fetch you,” answered one of them.

“Very kind of you,” said Harrison. “Your names?”

“No need for that,” answered the other, gruffly. “Come along.”

“I made a perfectly polite request for your names,” repeated Harrison.

“Don’t be funny,” said the gruff man. “What the devil do you want to know for? Get your coat on and come along quickly. We’re both armed.”

“Again I am complimented,” said Harrison, putting on his coat; “two armed men for one person like myself. Very gratifying, Mr.—”

He paused but gained no help.

“Possibly Mr. Smith and Mr. Jones?” he said.

“Oh, anything you like,” said the gruff man. “Who cares what our names are?”

“Somebody does,” answered Harrison.

“Who?” asked the other man.

“The police,” answered Harrison.

“Another joke, I suppose,” said the gruff man. “You’re very funny, Mr. Harrison, but it doesn’t bluff us. Smith and Jones will be good enough for the police, anyhow.”

The other man gave a chuckle and Harrison turned towards him. “Not good enough for me,” he said, quickly. “I may want to know you both again after this and I should be inclined to say your names were Josephs and Skelofski—two good old English names.”

The man looked at Harrison and produced an automatic pistol but was immediately pounced upon by the gruff man.

“Put that away, you fool,” he said. “We don’t want any trouble here. What if he does know our names? Who cares? It’s not going to make any difference.” He turned to Harrison. “You’re very clever, aren’t you, Mr. Clay Harrison,” he said, “but not clever enough. You’re coming with us and that’s all there is to it. You’ve talked quite enough, thank you, and we don’t want to hear any more.”

Harrison bowed again and was silent. He had given his escort a shock and that was something. They would be likely to be a little more nervy in dealing with him during the evening and that was also to the good. He had made them more implicitly his enemies, certainly, but if the situation worked out as he had planned, they might now feel slightly less cool than they had before.

The two men placed Harrison between them and pressing closely by each side of him they led him out of the room. He noticed that the sentry was now leaning over the banisters and watching the departure and was half inclined to say “good-night,” but that might only lead to some physical violence on the part of either Josephs or Skelofski, and Harrison did not think a blow in the ribs or something of that sort was justified by such a poor piece of humour. In the roadway was standing a magnificent saloon car and, with the greatest adroitness, the two men manoeuvred Harrison on to the seat between them. It was really a remarkable piece of work which roused Harrison’s admiration. It would have been impossible for him to have made the slightest movement as he crossed the pavement and got into the car, and yet it had all seemed so perfectly natural. Gentlemen with very great experience of this kind of work, thought Harrison, experts at their job.

Very little was said on the journey to Hampstead. Neither of Harrison’s companions were inclined to chatter, and he himself saw no advantage in attempting to exchange confidences. The motor-car turned into a broad road bordered by large Victorian mansions. These were residences which were capable of being kept up when money could be spread further and there was no domestic servant problem. Even to-day some of them were maintaining some of their comfortable splendour, and the house to which Harrison was being taken was in this class. A well-kept drive led to the front door, and the car had to wait its turn while others were putting down guests. Harrison therefore had a chance to look at the house in the gathering dusk, and approvingly studied its well-kept facade and trimly painted woodwork. Although quite solidly Victorian in appearance it had shutters to each of the windows—open at the moment and clipped back to the walls. They were reminiscent of the conventional Swiss chalet and might have seemed almost incongruous except that, in an odd way, they added to the attractive look of the house. When the front door was reached, Harrison’s two attendants helped him from the car, with rather less caution than they had exercised in getting him into it. Obviously escape from the Hampstead retreat was a more difficult task. They went up the front steps and were received by a resplendent-looking butler.

Harrison chuckled as he recognised Finney, the treacherous servant of the Bamberger household. Finney was hardly as happy at being recognised and returned Harrison’s smile with a look of virulent malevolence. “Mr. Finney doesn’t like me, either,” thought Harrison. “The whole gang’s gathered to see the end of me, has it?”

His hat and coat were taken by a man-servant who might or might not be one of the enemy. Harrison thought not: possibly just engaged for the evening. Possibly the only people concerned were Finney, Josephs, Skelofski, Miss Williams and Cross. That might be their order of merit, too, except that it would have been more gallant and probably more correct to have placed Miss Williams at the end, by herself.

Harrison was then ushered into a magnificent reception-room. Massive columns supported the ceiling and the whole gave the effect of dignity and excellent architectural effect. He particularly noticed that there were recesses through the columns on each side of the door and that curtains hung there, not entirely obscuring the space beyond but enough to conceal a man, if such concealment were necessary.

At the far end of the room stood Helen Williams radiantly dressed and looking her most beautiful. Her evening gown was dazzling and her face radiated a warm welcome to each guest as he or she approached her and spoke a few words. Beside her stood Mr. Cross, immaculately clothed but somehow still undistinguished. Harrison again had the feeling that such a man would be impossible to describe a few minutes after he had passed out of sight. He was certainly not nondescript but, equally so, he was definitely non-identifiable. To glance at him standing by Miss Williams, one would have classed him as a very tame follower of a very beautiful woman—the kind of man she likes to have about her to do any class of errand but in no way a rival to any man with the smallest attraction to win her smiles.

Yet, in that brief instinct of observing them, Harrison could not help feeling that Cross’s self-effacement was too complete. His eyes were too keen and observant to justify the mentality which such a nature would presume. The diagnosis was so good and so justifiable that Harrison felt that Mr. Cross was revealing exceedingly high acting ability. No man, not even Mr. Cross, would be quite such a nonentity as Mr. Cross looked.

Josephs and Skelofski walked up the room with Harrison between them and again showed their skill in making an unnatural situation seem perfectly natural. They might have been three great friends walking towards Miss Williams, certainly not two warders who were guarding a dangerous prisoner with extraordinary care.

Miss Williams gave her most entrancing look as Harrison came up to her and bowed. She held out her gloved hand which Harrison pressed firmly. She winced slightly at his pressure but the warmth of her smile did not lessen.

“How very good of you to come to-night, Mr. Harrison,” she said with the greatest cordiality.

“It was very good of you to ask me,” answered Harrison.

“Well, you know you are a very busy man,” said Miss Williams, “and very seldom accept an invitation like this. I feel highly honoured.”

“Wild horses could not have kept me away,” said Harrison with the slightest of side glances to his escort.

Miss Williams laughed musically. “What a woman,” thought Harrison; “every gift nature can give her. Any woman would envy her—and yet a crook through and through.”

“I’m certain you’re secretly admiring me,” she said with a smile.

“Quite right,” answered Harrison. “I admit it.”

“But that wasn’t all,” she went on; “you frowned as well. You think nature rather overdid it in giving such presents to me in particular, don’t you?”

“Well—” started Harrison.

“You know I’m right,” she said; “always the puritan, Mr. Harrison.” She leaned towards him and said very softly, “A bad woman with the face of an angel, don’t you think?”

Harrison was rather taken aback and had no ready answer.

“Your puritanism and morality and law are very trying, Mr. Harrison,” still in the same soft voice, her breath touching his cheek. “All your pictures must have a moral behind them, all your stories a religious ending. You cannot take beauty for itself alone. I am beautiful; isn’t that enough? Beauty is worth having on its own account if it is the highest beauty.” She paused and then said in a seductive voice, “Why can’t you take my beauty for itself alone?”

She looked into his eyes with half-closed lids and waited for an answer. Harrison said nothing. Still she waited and then impatiently she stood erect again and threw back her beautiful head defiantly.

“I am afraid I have been forgetting Mr. Cross,” she said. “He so wanted to meet you again.”

Cross, who had been standing patiently by her side listening to nothing in particular—or, as Harrison thought, taking particular note of the whole conversation—seemed to shake into some kind of life at the mention of his name, and immediately greeted Harrison.

“It was kind of your friends to bring me,” said Harrison.

“The greatest pleasure to us all, I am sure,” answered Cross.

“We felt it was the only way to get you here,” said Miss Williams, with a bright look.

“Certainly you couldn’t have thought of a better,” answered Harrison.

“Now I really must talk to some of my other guests, Mr. Harrison,” said Miss Williams, “but I know you have a lot to do, and directly I have a chance we must have a chat.”

“Delighted, I am sure,” said Harrison, with unconscious mimicry of Cross and moved away, surrounded by his escort. Very carefully he walked to the back of Miss Williams and sat down at the far end of the room from the door while the faithful Josephs and Skelofski settled down beside him.

Guests were still arriving and there were a number of groups standing talking in different parts of the room. Harrison was surprised at the number of faces he recognised. Members of society whose portraits continually appeared in the illustrated press; commercial and industrial figures whose portraits likewise had a habit of being reproduced in the daily press in a half columned but generally recognisable state whenever their names were mentioned; other people of his personal acquaintance. All these had been gathered together by Miss Williams to do honour to Mr. Cross.

There were also one or two women, irreproachable in looks and dress, whose technical reputations were not above suspicion but the size of type used on their play bills had been sufficient to counterbalance any moral backslidings. There were unattached men who had obviously left their domestic hearth to play the cavalier to these dames and Miss Williams. There were further one or two men who looked distinctly out of place in this well-dressed and well-groomed assembly. They were certainly in correct evening costume but the fitting was not entirely above suspicion and Harrison guessed that they might be a kind of bodyguard to the group which was headed by Miss Williams and Mr. Cross.

Suddenly from the crowd there emerged a figure who walked enthusiastically up to Harrison. Josephs and Skelofski looked suspiciously at Harrison as he rose to greet the stranger and did the same, still keeping closely to his side.

“Hearty greetings, Mr. Crime Chaser,” said the stranger, shaking hands.

“Good evening, Sir George,” answered Harrison, cordially, recalling that Sir George Woover was “something in the City” and that he had once been able to assist him in a small matter.

“May I introduce you to my friends?” continued Harrison, “Mr. Josephs, Mr. Skelofski—Sir George Woover, the famous financier.”

“You flatter me, Harrison,” answered Sir George, shaking hands effusively with the members of the escort; “in fact I didn’t think you’d remember me at all. We only came across each other for a very short time but I suppose you have to have a good memory for faces.”

“That’s true,” said Harrison; “it’s essential for my job. My two friends here will agree with that.”

Messrs. Josephs and Skelofski gave an unsmiling and grudging assent.

“I really don’t quite know why we’re all here,” said Sir George, “except, I suppose, that Cross wants to make a bit of a splash for the European Development Company.”

“Is that so?” asked Harrison.

“Don’t pretend to be ignorant, Harrison; it doesn’t suit you,” said Sir George, with a laugh. “Most people nowadays know all about the company.”

“I can assure you I don’t,” replied Harrison. “What do they develop?”

“Well, they’ve got a huge capital,” answered Sir George, “and they spend it on developing small but profitable industries in all parts of Europe. Financiers with international reputations are on the board, and they pay big profits, too. But—you’re pulling my leg, Harrison.”

“I’m not, Sir George,” said Harrison. “I know nothing about it.”

“But if you know nothing about it,” protested Sir George, “what on earth are you here for?”

“Keeping an eye on things,” answered Harrison.

“Surely there’s nothing in your line at a reception like this,” said Sir George, with a note of alarm in his voice.

“As a matter of fact, Miss Williams insisted on my coming,” said Harrison.

“That’s good enough for me,” said Sir George, emphatically. “You must be a great friend of hers, Harrison. I watched you talking to her just now and your heads were pretty close together, weren’t they? An extremely attractive woman. I admire your taste.”

“And you, Sir George, aren’t you a friend of hers?” asked Harrison.

“Of course, of course,” was the reply, “but not as close as you seem to be.” He laughed heartily at his own humour. “Still, quite seriously, Harrison, even if I didn’t know the company was perfectly safe, I should have no qualms after seeing you here as a guarantee of respectability.”

Harrison smiled but inwardly gave a further mark on the credit side to Miss Williams. Not only was she using the reception for her plans against Harrison but she was using Harrison for her plans regarding the reception. Even if Sir George Woover did not spread the good news that Harrison was there as a guest, Miss Williams or Cross or somebody else would do it and he flattered himself that any waverers might be lulled into security if the information was imparted to them in a discreet manner.

“Good lord, there’s young Malkin,” cried Sir George. “Excuse me, Harrison, I must have a word with him. He’s off to New York in a day or two.”

He dashed away and Harrison sat down again, his escort following suit. For a moment Harrison had the wild idea of jumping up and down like a jack-in-the-box to see whether his escort would do likewise. He was morally certain that they would do their best to accommodate him, but knock-about farce would not quite suit the present situation. The name Malkin, however, stirred something in his memory. A great individualist who had amassed a large fortune, that was it, and he had recently died. There had been quite a lot in the papers about the phenomenal success of Malkin and the millions his young heir would inherit. By the kindly tone of the notices, he had gathered that young Malkin was not a man of his father’s ability. Certainly Miss Williams and Mr. Cross were big-game hunting and a very useful victim was walking into the trap.

The stream of visitors was growing appreciably less and Miss Williams, delegating her duties to Mr. Cross and a feminine acquaintance, came across to Harrison.

“Enjoying yourself, Mr. Harrison?” she asked, unblushingly.

“Very much,” was the reply; “amazingly interesting people.”

“Will you come upstairs?” she said, with a hard look.

“Gambling?” he asked.

“Good heavens, no,” was the reply. “You must have a poor opinion of me if you think I would risk that sort of thing. The only gambling in this house to-night is the gathering of all these guests for a perfectly innocent reception.” She smiled as she saw Harrison jump to her meaning.

“Exactly, Miss Williams.”

“A certainty.”

“How pleasant,” said Harrison, ironically.

“I am afraid you will need all your coolness when you get upstairs, Mr. Harrison,” she said.

“I’m not coming upstairs,” was the quiet answer.

“You will do as you are told,” said Miss Williams, emphatically.

“Not yet, at any rate,” said Harrison.

“You know what refusal means,” she said, looking meaningly at his companions, who both had their hands in their pockets undoubtedly prepared to use firearms if ordered to do so.

“I am sorry to have to refuse your very kind invitation,” said Harrison, “but I’m not coming upstairs.”

“Bring him along,” said Miss Williams to Josephs and Skelofski, and both of them pressed automatics very uncomfortably into Harrison’s ribs.

“You know you daren’t shoot,” said Harrison, quietly. “You wouldn’t risk it. Take the things away.”

The men looked at Miss Williams, who nodded angrily.

“Try the other way,” she said, after a moment.

They moved even nearer to him and were forcing him to rise when he jumped up quickly and exclaimed, “I warn you, Miss Williams, that I shall make a most unpleasant scene if you try to get me out of this room now. You may be able to do it easily later on but there are enough people here who know me to make it quite difficult at present.”

A number of guests had turned to look at them and Cross was starting to move towards them but Miss Williams motioned him to keep away and, smiling in the most cordial manner, took Harrison’s arm and sat down beside him.

“What good you think it will do you I can’t imagine,” she said, in the quietest of tones. “You know as well as I do how things stand. If you really made a scene you would get no mercy—you know that.”

“But you don’t want one, do you?” asked Harrison, sweetly.

“Of course not,” was the reply, “but you can take it from me that, if you do come upstairs, nothing is going to happen to you until everyone has gone.”

“I still propose to stay here,” said Harrison.

“Very well,” answered Miss Williams, with resignation. “It’s not so easy to talk here. I think you’re making a mistake, for I really do want to talk to you.”

“I prefer the mistake, then,” said Harrison, as he smiled at an acquaintance who was passing, “and, although it sounds ungallant, I have no wish to talk to you.”

Miss Williams flushed but she swallowed an angry retort.

Ten minutes to go, thought Harrison, and I must keep her occupied during that time. If she goes up to Cross and they start moving off anywhere, the whole scheme may be upset. Tell a woman to do something and ten to one she’ll do the opposite, he thought. That’s not true of every woman but it only applies to an angry one. With all her cunning she is a woman, after all, and if her calm is a bit ruffled she may be easier to manage.

“Why don’t you go away and leave me in peace?” he said, viciously.

“You’re behaving like a baby,” was Miss Williams’ reply. “Can’t you see I still want to come to some arrangement with you while there’s time?”

“Even if I am a baby, I can see through that,” he said. “No sane man would trust you an inch.”

“I keep my word,” she spat out.

“Keep your word,” he said spitefully. “A woman like you keep her word. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“That settles it,” replied Miss Williams, indignantly. “I was going to make you an offer; now you’ll get what’s coming to you. You have brought it on yourself.”

“Oh, get back to your precious Cross,” said Harrison, as if irritated beyond measure.

“No, I won’t,” she answered, decisively. “When I make up my mind to do a thing I do it. I’m going to give you another chance. You’re fooling me, Mr. Harrison; you’ve been trying to make me angry with you. Oh, you’re very clever but I’ve seen through it.”

“Nonsense,” he answered.

“Your nerve must be pretty strong to go on like this,” said Miss Williams. “I don’t know why you’re acting in this way but it’s no help to you. I’m going to talk to you whether you appear to like it or not.”

Harrison smiled to himself. The woman may have inferred correctly but she could not be certain of it and he knew she was somewhat rattled. She was keeping calm with much more of an effort now than should have been necessary.

“Maybe I was hasty,” he said, apologetically, and Miss Williams smiled in relief at the confirmation of her thoughts, “but if death were staring you in the face would you remain calm and cheerful? Of course, you wouldn’t.”

“I should listen to what the other person had to say,” she replied.

“Clutch at a straw,” he answered; “what good is it?”

“I said I had an offer to make you,” she said.

“And you’ll go back on it, if it suits your purpose,” he replied.

“I swear I won’t, Mr. Harrison; I swear I won’t,” she answered, intensely. “I’ll carry out my side of the bargain if you carry out yours.”

“Oh, very well,” said Harrison, with resignation. “What is this precious offer?”

He stretched himself to make himself more comfortable. Miss Williams was not sitting too close to him—she had not the affectionate contact which the escort had deemed so necessary. The man on the other side of him was certainly no longer gripping his pistol in his pocket and certainly gave Harrison a little more room as he stretched—possibly because he could not imagine any harm befalling while the great Miss Williams was with them. A few minutes gone, thought Harrison, if Henry is to time, it may work all right.

“As you know, Mr. Harrison, I have a great admiration for you—” started Miss Williams.

“You have often told me that,” he answered, “but really it doesn’t seem to help much.”

“Honestly I have,” she continued. “You have one of the better brains in this world—and there are very few of them about. It would be a pity to waste it. I might say there are many other ways it might be useful to the world than what it is doing at present.”

“A matter of opinion, of course,” said Harrison, grimly.

“Of course,” said Miss Williams.

“Really what you mean is this,” said Harrison. “You don’t want to take the risk of getting rid of me—if it is possible to avoid it.”

“There you are making a mistake,” replied Miss Williams, emphatically. “Everything is carefully arranged for that event, Mr. Harrison. You may make your mind easy over that. I rather enjoy taking risks.”

“True enough,” said Harrison, with a smile.

“There, you see, we understand each other so well that it would be a pity if we didn’t agree on this point,” said Miss Williams, in the most persuasive tone. “All on have to do is to sign a small statement that you give up all inquiries—”

“In what direction?”

“That is not specified. We both understand what it means. Don’t we?”

“Perfectly.”

“Good. Will you do it?”

“What happens if I do sign?”

“You can go away from here with the other guests.”

“No gentleman with a knife waiting round the corner?”

“Of course not. I trust you.”

“And you will let everybody know I’ve signed a paper like that?”

“Why should I?” returned Miss Williams. “I might if you did not carry out the bargain, but I know you would, once you had signed.”

“Where is it?” asked Harrison.

“Upstairs,” was the answer.

“I should prefer to sign it down here,” said Harrison.

“If you are really willing,” answered Miss Williams, “I’m perfectly agreeable to that.”

“But I must have time to think it over,” said Harrison. “There must be some trick in it somewhere. How do I know I can trust you?”

“If you were a bit less suspicious, Mr. Harrison, you’d be a much happier man,” was the light reply. “I may have different ideas over society from you but I play the game and you can take my word, although you don’t want to. Besides, it is really your only way out.”

“Is it?” asked Harrison, simply.

The ten minutes had passed and Harrison had seen a slight movement of the heavy curtain draped at the side of one of the alcoves near the door. Even as he spoke, the curtain was quickly pulled back and there were revealed a large camera on a tripod, ready fixed for action, and beside it a small man with the fiercest of walrus moustaches. This figure was an arrangement for magnesium flashlight and glared at the people in the room.

“Just a moment, everybody, please,” shouted the photographer, peremptorily. “Stand exactly where you are.”

“What the devil,” shouted Cross, and started to dash across to the camera but, before he could do so, there was a flash of blinding light and the photograph presumably had been taken.

“This is an outrage,” almost shrieked Cross, dashing down the room. “Stop that man. He has no right here. Take away his camera, someone.”

The guests, dazzled by the unexpected glare, did not move from their laces. Harrison had carefully made no movement at all and his escort, equally dazzled, did not disguise their relief that he was still seated between them.

The truculent-looking photographer seemed in no way perturbed. He was pouring some more magnesium powder into the flashlight apparatus and, as Cross came near to him, he raised it above his head again.

This time the flash was much more blinding: obviously a very strong charge had been used. Harrison, who had looked steadily at the floor so as to miss as much as possible the effect on his eyes, braced himself together and gave both his neighbours a terrific push. One escort went swaying across the row of chairs where they were seated, while Miss Williams fell heavily into the arms of the other.

Up Harrison jumped and made full tilt for the door. Many of the guests were holding their hands to their eyes while others were trying to recover their normal vision. Cross, who had been very close to the flash, seemed almost blinded but was already shouting to all and sundry to stop the photographer escaping with his camera.

Showing no consideration for the feelings of his fellow guests, Harrison pushed them on one side and made for the hall. The front door was being held open by Finney for a new guest and Harrison ran to it. To the guest’s great surprise, Finney dragged him in but found he could not shut the door in time. He therefore proceeded to bar the way, while the other servants looked on, their eyes bulging with astonishment.

“No, don’t,” shouted Finney, as Harrison came running at him.

Harrison, however, had worked up too much speed to be stopped in this way, and a slight lurch of the shoulder, as he reached the doorway, sent Finney sprawling full length in the hall.

Even as he ran, he heard the noise of men starting in pursuit from the reception-room. He gave a quick look round to see if there was any sign of Henry but he could see none. He sprang down the steps in front of the house at an astonishing angle, much to the amazement of one or two chauffeurs who were standing about, and ran for dear life down the road.

At a convenient side turning he pulled up and started walking quietly along it. Then he stopped altogether and lit a cigarette. He listened for the sounds of pursuit but there were none. All he could hear was the steady tramp of feet coming towards him, the undeniable sounds of a policeman on his beat.

Harrison mopped his forehead. Death had come rather too near to be pleasant. “Thank God for Henry,” he exclaimed aloud, much to the astonishment of the solid-looking policeman who had by then come up with him.




Chapter XVII

Behind The Shutter

“Warm evening, sir,” said the policeman, genially, stopping as he reached Harrison.

“Too warm to be pleasant, officer,” answered Harrison. “Had to come out into the air to get cool.”

“I don’t blame you, sir,” said the policeman.

“I say, officer, I wish you’d do me a favour,” asked Harrison, suddenly. “You know the house where all the lights are? A big party and all that?”

“Yes, sir,” said the policeman, “I’ve passed it once or twice tonight already. A real show. We don t get many of them in this district now. What do you want me to do?”

“A friend of mine’s there. A little man with a big moustache. You might tell him I’m waiting for him here.

“If you will excuse me saying so, sir,” commented the policeman, “why not tell him yourself?”

“That idea had occurred to me,” said Harrison, “but I’m not very popular along there at the moment.”

The policeman looked suspiciously at him and started to move away with the remark that people, unspecified, thought themselves very clever at pulling the legs of policemen, definitely specified.

“Really not, officer,” said Harrison, apologetically. “Have you ever heard of Clay Harrison?”

“Of course I have,” said the constable, turning back. “Clever, they say, but an amateur.”

“That’s me,” said Harrison.

“I’m so sorry, sir,” said the policeman, quickly. “No offence meant. But how can I tell?”

“If you can’t tell the difference between a cat-burglar and Clay Harrison,” was the answer, “you ought not to trust to a visiting card. What good would it do if I show you one?”

“That’s all right, sir,” said the policeman, “but you asked in such a funny way. Anything queer going on?”

“I should think there is,” said Harrison. “I’ve only just got out of that house with my skin and my friend’s still inside. It will be a great favour if you keep an eye on the door and do as I ask. You’d be certain to recognise my friend, he’ll be in rather a hurry.”

“Anything to oblige, sir,” said the policeman, and immediately moved off at a much quicker pace than Harrison would have expected of him.

It was not very long before a smallish figure in a bowler hat appeared at the top of the side turning. Its face was most aggressively adorned with a walrus moustache of noble proportions. The figure turned the corner and came up to Harrison.

“A warm night, ye ken,” said the figure, as it reached Harrison.

“Henry,” exclaimed Harrison, with great warmth.

“Mr. Weelyam Maclagen, at your service,” replied the figure, bowing and raising his bowler hat.

“Henry, what on earth are you up to?’

“Mr. Weelyam Maclagen, an escaped Press photographer, at your service,” answered the figure, with an increasingly disconcerting imitation of a Scots accent.

“Pretty good, Henry. I congratulate you on the disguise.”

“Thank you, sir,” answered Henry. “I think, without taking too much to myself, it might be called effective.”

“You can take that thing off now, Henry.”

“I should prefer to wear it, sir,” said Henry. “Best to remain in character.”

“Very well,” answered Harrison, with a smile. “What happened after I left?”

“As a matter of fact, sir,” said Henry, “I hardly saw you leave. I was thinking about myself. When I made the second flash—pretty bright, wasn’t it—I thought I was going to blow the whole place up—there was a terrific uproar and I saw that man Cross coming towards me. He didn’t seem to be able to see anything at all but he was shouting about the camera, and saying the most terrible things about myself.”

“I realised that,” said Harrison.

“So I hauled out the plate from the back of the camera,” continued Henry. “I’m certain he didn’t see me do it and dashed off out of the room. Cross got to the camera as I went and threw it on the floor with an awful crash. Must have smashed it right up. A good lens, too, sir, and it’ll have to be paid for by somebody.”

“That’s all right, Henry,” said Harrison.

“I saw Finney, looking very ruffled and standing by the door like a goal-keeper. He glared at me and, although I had the plate under my coat, I knew there’d be enough struggle to do it some harm. Either he’d break it when he got hold of me or I’d drop it in trying to get past him. I knew I couldn’t get it out of the house safely.”

“That’s true, Henry,” said Harrison. “But the plate didn’t matter so long as you got out all right.”

“Didn’t matter,” replied Henry. “But you told me to get a photograph of Cross. That was my job and I wasn’t going to fall down on it.”

“Good for you, Henry.”

“So instead of making for the door, I ran upstairs. That gave Finney the shock of his life. I don’t think Mr. Finney is a quick thinker, sir, for he didn’t seem to know what to do. Many of the guests had started to come out of the reception-room and some of the more frightened were getting their hats and coats. By the crashing sounds from inside, Mr. Cross was still jumping on the camera—”

“Just improving the story a bit, aren’t you, Henry?”

“Well, sir, that’s what I imagined was happening.”

“Stick to facts, Henry, no need to imagine things.”

“Yes, sir,” answered Henry. “I got to the first landing with nobody in sight at all. Then I heard somebody coming up the stairs. It must have been Finney, sir, for it sounded more like a grampus than a human being.” Harrison raised his eyebrows. “Really, sir,” protested Henry, “that’s not imagination.”

“All right,” said Harrison.

“Then I found a corridor, sir, with a window at the end of it. So I ran down the corridor which seemed to go to the back of the house and found the window was open. I leaned out because I thought I might get out that way, but there was a good drop into the garden and I thought I might break the precious plate if I risked it. But I noticed that there were shutters outside the windows pushed back against the wall.”

“So did I, Henry.”

“Might have been put there by an angel from heaven, sir. I ledged the wooden arrangement which holds the plate behind the shutter on the left-hand side and there it is, safe and sound.”

“Excellent, Henry,” said Harrison, “and what did you do then?”

“I heard Finney come into the corridor and so I turned back, as I had found it was a blind alley and started running towards him. He stopped and threw out his arms and I made the feeblest attempt in the world to get past him, just a nice little gentlemanly struggle, and then Mr. Finney marched me downstairs by the collar.”

“Most undignified, Henry,” said Harrison, laughing.

“I suppose it was, sir, but it pleased Finney and I kept cursing in character, if I may call it that. I talked broad Scotch and said ‘Hoots’ every other minute. Cross was standing in the hall—”

“Miss Williams?”

“No, sir, no sign of her.”

“Are you sure?”

“Positive, sir,” said Henry. “Indeed, I felt very relieved she wasn’t there. She was the first person I looked for. Because I thought she might see through me, moustache and all, if anyone could. Cross didn’t seem to suspect who I was. But he was furious about the camera. He called to two men standing near him—”

“Josephs and Skelofski,” said Harrison.

“Good lord, I suppose they were,” said Henry, “and said, ‘Take him upstairs.’ I protested loudly in my best Scotch and some of the guests who had formed a kind of circle round us agreed with me. One of them said he couldn’t see the reason for all the fuss. Better let the little beggar go, he said, no good getting up against the Press. Cross said he didn’t believe I came from a newspaper at all and he wanted to question me. I said I wasn’t going to be talked to like that and the same guest said if that was the case far better hand me over to the police than start using a little private third degree. Meanwhile, one of Cross’s friends had gone all over me with his hands. A nasty feeling, sir, but he certainly was an expert and didn’t I thank my stars that I had got rid of that plate. When he had finished the man winked at Cross who did not seem to care so much, then.”

“Still no sign of Miss Williams?”

“None at all, sir,” answered Henry. “Then another guest said it was all a stupid fuss about nothing, and that they had better send me about my business. ‘Throw him out,’ said Cross to Finney, and then he turned to me and said, ‘And don’t come crashing in here again. Next time you’ll have the police to deal with.’ I could have laughed till I cried but I didn’t dare. Fancy Cross threatening like that. I wish you had been there, sir.”

“I’m extremely glad I wasn’t, Henry.”

“So Cross stalked back into the reception-room followed by most of the guests, and Finney took my collar again and started pushing me to the door. Although, quite honestly, sir, I wanted to be on the other side as soon as possible, I wasn’t going to make it too easy for Finney this time and I may say he found it pretty hard work. He daren’t be too rough because some of the guests might have interfered. They produced my elegant bowler from somewhere and pushed it on my head. Someone opened the door and Finney pushed me onto the top step, still holding my collar. And here’s the cream of the story, sir, with all their talk of police and all that.”

“Well?”

“As we got out into the open, Finney saw a policeman standing on the other side of the road who seemed to be keeping a benevolent eye on the house. Finney shook like a leaf, I’ll swear he did, sir. I was so near to him when he saw that policeman. He dropped his hand from my collar and darted back into the house and shut the door. It was like a pantomime. So I put my bowler straight, tried to look quite unruffled and marched down the stairs.”

“And the policeman?”

“A regular sportsman, sir. He crossed the road and came up to me. I suppose the chauffeurs and people hanging about thought I was for it. But he gave me a huge smile and told me my friend was waiting round the corner. Then he gave me directions exactly how to find you, sir. The way he said ‘your friend’ was marvellous.”

“Excellent, Henry,” said Harrison. “Did you find it very difficult to get in?”

“Not so bad, sir,” answered Henry. “I arrived in a taxi with all my apparatus and climbed up the steps. I saw there were one or two more people arriving, so I waited until they came up and pushed in with them. I must say I was rather surprised when our esteemed friend Finney opened the door, but he gave no sign of recognising me and I produced my broadest Scotch for his benefit. Of course he made a fuss and wanted to see my card so I showed him your invitation, very discreetly so that he couldn’t see any name, and said ‘Agency?’”

Harrison laughed.

“That’s a curious thing, you know, sir,” said Henry, solemnly. “‘Agency’ seems to be a magic word as far as journalists are concerned. If you mention the name of one paper you may be tripped up but just say ‘Agency’ and nobody argues. Finney was quite flummoxed by Agency and, as we agreed, he is not a gentleman of quick intelligence, so I got in with all my luggage—and it was a fair amount to carry, too. More guests were arriving so Finney had to go on doing his job so I followed some of them into the reception-room, keeping well behind them and found that very convenient curtain—you said I should, sir. From behind it I could see you sitting talking to that woman and Cross was standing in the middle of the room, looking straight at me if he had only known it. It was not quite ten, sir, and I was almost tempted not to wait, but that was the arrangement. When ten arrived I let off and, as Cross was looking in my direction still, I should say I have got a splendid picture.”

“Which we must get hold of,” said Harrison.

“Anything I can do to help?” said a kind voice, and they saw the friendly policeman coming towards them.

“Hoots,” said Henry, in his most villainous music-hall Scots accent. “Here’s the wee policeman.”

“So your Scotch friend found you all right, sir,” said the policeman, in a cheery voice.

Harrison looked at the man and realised what instantaneous confidence the blue uniform gives. He felt thoroughly safe with this arm of the law to shelter him, although a short while before he had known insecurity and its worst and had gambled very close to life’s edge. Ye the presence of the policeman made even that seem a wild kind of dream. “Yes, thanks to you, officer,” said Harrison. “I should say I saved him a tumble down those stairs, sir,” said the policeman, with twinkling eye. “The butler seemed to change his mind when he saw me.”

“You’re richt, ye ken,” said Henry, solemnly.

“Anything very queer going on there, sir?” said the policeman.

“I can’t be certain yet,” was the reply. “But I shouldn’t be surprised. I’m sorry you stopped watching because some of them may have slipped away by now. Still, not much harm has been done. And, as you volunteered it, officer, you could give me a little help!”

“With pleasure, sir,” was the reply.

“I dropped something in the garden before I came away,” said Harrison, while Henry looked at him with the greatest surprise. “And we’re going back to look for it. If you hear me call out or there sounds like a scuffle of any kind, you might march in and arrest my friend and myself.”

“Arrest you, sir?” queried the constable.

“That’s the best way,” answered Harrison. “The safest. We shall be trespassing or something like that.”

“It sounds very strange to me, sir,” replied the policeman. “Still, if you want me to do it, I’ll do it.”

“I certainly do want you to,” said Harrison, “and by the way, officer, do you know if one can get to the back of these houses from the front without going through the front door—you know what I mean!”

“Yes, sir, I understand,” was the answer. “Quite simple, sir. All these houses are alike. There’s a separate path down to the tradesmen’s entrance and you can go past it right into the garden. If that’s what you mean.”

“It’s exactly what I mean,” said Harrison. “Now then, my Scotch friend, let’s get back to the garden and pick up our lost property.”

“Gang awa’,” said Henry, much to the joy of the policeman, who was satisfied as to Henry’s assumed nationality because it was just like the only Scottish talk he had ever heard.

The three of them walked back to the house, Harrison and Henry moving away from their friendly policeman when they drew near. There was still a blaze of light coming from the windows, and a few cars were standing in the drive. All seemed normal and there was certainly no sign that any excitement had followed the recent scenes. The givers of the reception had certainly smoothed down their guests and possibly were receiving sympathetic remarks on the inconvenience they had been obliged to undergo at the hands of a too-pestering Press photographer. Cross’s action in battering the camera to pieces might need a little explaining, but even that can be got over when your guests would be typically English in hating to appear to have noticed anything so violent as that.

Harrison and Henry walked down to the servants’ entrance ready with an excuse if any questions should be asked. All doors, however, seemed to be open on this particular night, for which the heat might be in some way accountable. They got into the garden without mishap and slipped behind some bushes to reconnoitre the ground.

The house was fairly squarely built and the back was similar to the front. The builder must have had a great liking for shutters, having placed these ornaments at every window of the house. The ground floor was as brilliantly lit as in the front, but the windows of the first floor were mainly unlighted. One window in the centre stood out clearly, while the one next to it showed a dim light.

“That’s the one we want,” whispered Harrison, pointing to the centre window.

“It must be,” Henry whispered back, “obviously a bright passage light.”

“On the left-hand, Henry?” said Harrison.

“My left-hand side, sir,” was the answer.

“That means the right-hand side, looking from here,” said Harrison.

“Yes, sir.”

“There seem to be one or two useful ledges,” said Harrison. “I think I can climb up fairly easily. Come and give me a lift up, Henry.”

They cautiously left their retreat and kept close to the shadows as they went quickly towards the house. They paused for a moment between two brightly-lit windows and then Harrison carefully selected hand- and foot-holds for his ascent. Henry bent down in approved acrobatic fashion and Harrison used him as a first step. Then Henry’s shoulder came in useful and Harrison finally found himself quite securely standing on a cornice above the ground-floor windows which was about three feet below the level of the first floor and ran along the width of the back of the house.

He gained his shutter in safety and looked into the window to see if there was any sign of life. The corridor was quite empty. It was not nearly as long as he imagined from Henry’s description but that was excusable in consideration of Henry’s feelings as he had run along it. In the same way, Harrison thought, the distance from the side-turning where he had sheltered had seemed much shorter coming back to the house than when he had originally ran along it.

He felt cautiously behind the right-hand shutter and there, securely lodged, he found the wooden case containing the photographic plate. Holding on to the window ledge with one hand, he pulled out the case with the other and then, leaning perilously down from his perch he managed to hold it down low enough just for it to touch Henry’s fingers as he held his hand high in the air.

“Ready?” whispered Harrison.

“Let it go,” Henry whispered back in return, and Harrison let it slip gently from his grasp.

“All right?” he said.

“Quite safe,” was the reply.

Harrison resumed his vertical position and was just preparing to climb down when he thought he heard the word, “Help,” whispered near him. He stopped and listened and again it sounded. There was no doubt of it this time. It certainly was “help” and came from the dimly-lit window next to the one he was holding on to. He carefully worked his way along to the window, cautiously keeping in the shadow for even this might be a trick and he did not feel disposed to take any more risks.

“Anybody there?” he whispered.

“Yes,” came a voice. “Help me to get out. I’m locked in.”

“Who are you?” said Harrison.

“My name’s Marston,” said the voice.

“Livia Marston?” asked Harrison, with surprise.

“Thank God you know my name,” said the voice, shaking with a sob. “I’m locked in here and I can’t get out.”

Harrison moved nearer to the window.

“Clay Harrison here,” he said.

“Thank heaven it’s you, Mr. Harrison,” said Livia Marston. “I’m terrified of them. Get me out of this place, I implore you.”

“If you can get out of the window,” said Harrison, “I’ll get you to the ground.”

“How do you think I’m going to do that?” answered Livia, bitterly. “You don’t think I can squeeze through these bars, do you?”

“Good heavens,” said Harrison, as he saw that there were thick iron bars fixed into the window-frame, like those conventionally associated with prisons. He pulled at one and it was as firm as a rock.

“Can’t you do anything?” asked Livia, in a hysterical voice.

“Not straight away,” answered Harrison. “But if you can keep calm, you’ll be out of this pretty soon. Half an hour at most, I promise you that.”

“You do promise,” said the girl, piteously. “I can’t stand much more of this.”

“You’ve nothing to worry about now,” said Harrison. “I’ll keep my word.”

“Thank you, Mr. Harrison,” said the girl, fervently.

Harrison proceeded to climb down to the ground and was standing beside Henry.

“Somebody up there, sir?” asked Henry.

“Livia Marston,” answered Harrison, dragging Henry back to the bushes.

“What are we going to do now?” asked Henry.

“Have a look at the house, Henry,” replied Harrison. “Are your eyes accustomed to the darkness? If so, take a good look at the windows on the first floor. I shall be able to see them properly myself in a minute. What can you see?”

“Nothing much, sir,” said Henry, “they’ve all got bars to them.”

“Exactly,” said Harrison.

“Must be pretty frightened of burglars, sir.”

“I’m afraid the bars aren’t to keep people from getting in, Henry,” said Harrison, seriously. “They’re more likely to be there to keep people from getting out. Come along.”

They went carefully to the tradesman’s entrance, but were not quite so lucky as before, because as they reached it, a maidservant looked out. Seeing them coming somewhat stealthily along, she gave a shriek and rushed indoors. Harrison and Henry immediately quickened their pace and headed for the friendly policeman, who was standing on the other side of the road, keeping watch. One or two men came out of the drive, obviously in pursuit, on the warning of the servant, but, seeing nothing suspicious, went towards the group of chauffeurs, while Harrison, Henry, and the policeman walked away.

“Find what you lost, sir?” asked the policeman.

“Yes,” said Harrison. “Here it is,” and took the large photographic plate case from Henry.

“Curious thing to lose, sir,” said the policeman.

“I can’t think how I managed to do it,” said Harrison, with a twinkling eye. “Especially as it’s so valuable.”

“Indeed, sir,” said the policeman, incredulously.

“So valuable,” continued Harrison, “that I want you to take care of it.”

The policeman looked dubiously at him. “Let’s get round to our corner again,” said Harrison. “It’s a nice convenient place for a conference. Then I’ll tell you what my idea is.”

They walked on to the spot where Harrison had first seen the policeman, and standing by a lamp-post they talked while Harrison puffed a cigar. “A cigar,” thought Henry. “Things are moving all right now. He’s settling down to it.”

“First of all, officer,” said Harrison, “I might explain that I discovered even more in that house than I expected.”

“Really, sir,” replied the policeman. “Gambling, sir?”

“You’re right, officer,” answered Harrison. “Pretty serious, too.”

“I can’t do much alone, sir,” said the policeman, somewhat at a loss.

“That’s true enough,” said Harrison “It’s serious enough for Scotland Yard. I think they had better raid the place.”

“Well, sir—” started the policeman, with some hesitation.

“I’ll speak to them about it while you keep an eye on the house again,” said Harrison.

“And this thing, sir?” asked the policeman, holding up the photographic plate.

“I expect Inspector Murray will come down himself with a squad,” said Harrison. “Hand it over to him. And, for heaven’s sake, don’t drop it. It’s my Scotch friend’s master-piece, and Murray may be very pleased to see it.”

“Indeed it is an’ a’,” said Henry, solemnly, drifting into a north-country dialect.

“I’ll take care of it, sir,” said the policeman. “Anything else?”

“Well, first of all, I want a telephone.”

“There’s one at the police station, sir, but that’s some distance. There’s a public-box just a minute away.”

“That’ll do,” said Harrison, “and I want a garage.”

“There’s a good one just by the telephone-box, sir,” was the reply.

“Good,” said Harrison. “Well, good night, officer, you have been very useful and I shall take care headquarters hear about it.”

The policeman almost blushed and with a word of embarrassed thanks he went off, carefully nursing the precious photographic plate.

“Now then, Henry,” said Harrison. “In your best Scotch, Lancashire, or whatever dialect you prefer, you will negotiate for a motor-car to take us to Southampton at once while I do my telephoning.”

“Leave it to me, sir,” answered Henry.

Harrison had no difficulty in getting through to his friend, Murray, and, after a long conversation, strolled across to the garage, where an excellent saloon was waiting outside.

“Here it is, sir,” said Henry, and then, as if his lapse into normal English might make the garage attendant suspicious, “the wee motorr-car is ready, ye ken.”

“Excellent,” said Harrison. “Everything fixed up?”

“Aye! Aye!” answered Henry, in reminiscence of Harry Lauder.

“We’d better get off then,” said Harrison, and they were soon driving across London to the south.

Harrison was silent for some time and then he produced a fresh cigar and lit it.

“Cigar, Henry?” he asked.

“No, thank you, sir.”

“Light your pipe, then, Henry?”

“You really don’t mind, sir?” said Henry, with a look of great surprise.

“Be as comfortable as you can, Henry,” said Harrison. “You have to do some listening.”

Henry filled his pipe with a fragrant, if heavy, mixture, and waited.

“That was a near thing, Henry,” said Harrison.

“What was, sir?”

“To-night, Henry,” was the answer, “you saved my life.”

“As serious as that, sir?”

“It was, Henry.”

“I thought so, sir!”

“Why, Henry?”

“You seemed rather strange when you sent me off, sir,” said Henry, “and I guessed that something depended on my doing my share with the camera to time—”

“Everything, Henry.”

“So I knew I mustn’t fail you, sir.”

“You’re a great friend to have, Henry.”

“My job, that’s all, sir.”

Harrison looked at Henry, still wearing his ludicrous walrus moustache, and realised the genuine simplicity with which the last words had been said. Henry could boast and exaggerate and be melodramatic on occasion, but this was simpleness of feeling and nothing else. Both their eyes were slightly moist for a moment and neither of them spoke.

“What were they going to do to you, sir?” asked Henry, abruptly.

“I’ve only the vaguest idea, Henry,” said Harrison. “They were very pressing for me to go upstairs in that house, but I knew if I once went up I should never come down again.”

“Murder you, sir?”

“I suppose so, Henry. I was in their way and had to go.”

“But they couldn’t dispose of you, sir.”

“Miss Williams and Mr. Cross could dispose of anything, Henry. I’m certain of that. They could have sworn blind that I had left the reception with the other guests, there would have been no one to deny it, and some quite simple method could have been used to get me out of the world.”

Henry turned a little pale, and was silent.

“I trembled when you told me you had run up the stairs, Henry,” said Harrison. “Had you gone into one of those rooms—had either of us, for that matter—there would have been no chance of escape.”

“The bars,” said Henry.

“As strong as prison cells,” said Harrison. “Luckily our friend Finney didn’t realise or he would never have dragged you downstairs.”

“That’s why Cross was so furious and wanted me taken up again?”

“Exactly,” said Harrison.

“And how did you know about Josephs and Skelofski, sir?”

“They have been my constant companions since I left the chambers,” said Harrison. “In fact, they called for me and were digging automatics into my ribs the whole evening.”

“And if you don’t mind, sir, what about the gambling?”

“There wasn’t any, Henry,” answered Harrison. “Murray knows that, but it is a good reason for a raid, and a raid there must be. We have to get Miss Marston out of the place as soon as possible, and that seemed the only way to do it. I also wanted something done about the photograph, and I thought it would be much safer if our worthy friend handed it himself to somebody from the Yard.”

“Staff work, sir,” said Henry, admiringly.

“One or two things had to be done too,” said Harrison. “I wanted Murray to guarantee me at a bank at Southampton because we haven’t much money between us and we shall want some for Havre.”

“We’re going to Havre, sir?”

“Surely you realise that’s why you brought the passports, Henry,” said Harrison, reprovingly.

“Of course, sir.”

“And also, Henry,” Harrison continued, “I wanted Murray to tell the Havre police I was likely to be there making important inquiries. I’m feeling very much like ‘safety first’ after to-night’s experience.”

“I quite understand,” said Henry.

“So now I think we can reckon our lines are pretty well laid,” said Harrison, as a conclusion to the conversation, and again they were both silent.

It was some time before either spoke again. “They searched you, Henry,” said Harrison, slowly.

“They did, sir,” answered Henry, “and they knew what they were doing. Pretty expert at it.”

“It’s lucky they didn’t try to search me,” said Harrison. “They might have found something.”

He felt in his pocket for his wallet. This he opened with extreme care and held out, for Henry to see again, the cigarette picture of Admiral Benbow.




Chapter XVIII

The Helpful Sergeant

When they had passed Guildford, Harrison decided to stop for a while and discuss matters with the chauffeur. Still being in evening clothes, he felt it necessary to devise some arrangement by which he need not be too conspicuous. Henry was so satisfied with his own disguise that all he could do was to bemoan the fact that he had not procured another of Mr. Spoker’s outstanding moustaches for Harrison. The latter had tactfully suggested removing this adornment, now that the need for it was no longer apparent, but Henry’s face fell so alarmingly that he did not insist. Besides, Henry had a very large number of arguments in favour of the lack of suspicion in a place like Havre of a Scots tourist with a bristly moustache.

The chauffeur was not very helpful with suggestions. They might drive to a small commercial hotel in Southampton and throw themselves on the mercy of the proprietor. Harrison would have to invent some story as to his lack of luggage—“And hat,” interpolated Henry. Possibly, thought the chauffeur, the gentleman might say he had had more to drink than was good for him. He might even make it realistic by rolling out of the car on Henry’s arm. Harrison doubted whether any keeper of a commercial hotel would be willing to accept him in that state, although the chauffeur stoutly insisted they were used to that sort of thing.

But not in evening dress, was Henry’s decisive comment. Upon this the chauffeur appeared likely to sulk, and muttered that, of course, if his idea were so bad why had they ever asked him at all. Harrison soothed him as best he could. He explained that the suggestion was excellent but that he did not want to risk refusal and they might have the ill luck to light on a proprietor who objected, no doubt foolishly, to receiving drunken men in evening dress without luggage in the early hours of the morning. The chauffeur, mollified, agreed that there was something in this argument but all the same, and he looked suspiciously at Harrison, it wasn’t as if the police were after him.

The mention of the word police gave Harrison a fresh line of thought. He could see that the chauffeur himself was not as trusting as he had been and the thought of trouble in that direction would be annoying. He turned to the chauffeur and asked him how well he knew the road. The chauffeur thought that without boasting he could give many a chauffeur points on the subject. The smaller places near Southampton, possibly on a side road, surely the chauffeur did not know those? Certainly the chauffeur did and could prove it.

Then Harrison made his proposition. They would go on a bit further and then push off into a side road and stop the car. Then they would all try and get a rest. The chauffeur was not very impressed with the idea, but Harrison explained that when it was really morning he proposed to find a likely stop and see what he could do. The chauffeur thought that was a possible idea, although why Harrison should prefer a village policeman to a commercial hotel was quite beyond him. He protested when it was explained that this would remove—indeed, might already have removed—his own suspicions, and that Harrison had many friends in the police force, and would be likely to get a warmer welcome in this way than at any unknown hotel.

“So that’s that,” said Henry, who had taken a rooted objection to the chauffeur’s attitude. “And get along with your driving now, mon, or not a saxpence do you get from either of us.”

This thoroughly shook up the chauffeur, whose aggressive manner left him and in a short while they had left the main road and were drawn up in a wide side road under a belt of excellent trees. They settled down as best they could, dozing occasionally, and Harrison having at intervals to take a sharp walk on the road to keep himself warm.

When morning had made a full and cheerful appearance and there was another extremely warm day indicated, Harrison stirred up his companions, and the chauffeur piloted them to a spot not far from Southampton where they were soon able to locate the native police officer. He answered to the name of Sergeant Merivale and was only suspicious of Harrison’s costume.

“Well, sir, seeing’s believing,” said the sergeant, when Harrison had brought him to the door and had explained that he needed help. “Some officers might have arrested you on the spot for appearing in evening dress at this hour in the morning, but I’m always willing to hear both sides.”

“That’s very good of you, Sergeant,” answered Harrison.

“Fine words don’t help you, sir,” said the sergeant. “I’ve had enough flattery in my life to know where to put it. But how am I to know that you aren’t car bandits?”

“Do I look like one?” asked Harrison.

“Well, sir, I saw a film the other day,” replied the sergeant, “English one, too, and there was a car bandit in it, just like you. Evening dress in the morning, hair untidy—” Harrison looked almost self-conscious at this remark, much to Henry’s joy. “And he had killed a policeman, too.”

“You don’t think I have any designs on you, I hope?” said Harrison, with a smile.

“Hoots, mon—” started Henry.

“You don’t get away with that sort of talk here,” said the sergeant, turning a severe look on Henry. “Even if you are Scotch, you’d better talk the King’s English in Hampshire.”

Harrison laughed.

“And how do I know it isn’t a stolen car?” asked the policeman.

“The chauffeur can tell you that, officer,” said Harrison. “We hired him.”

“And how do I know he isn’t a confederate?” persisted the policeman.

“I certainly am not,” answered the chauffeur, who had been growing extremely uncomfortable at the turn of events and was wishing himself safely out of a very unsavoury position. “I’ve never seen them before last night and I’ve had my suspicions of them myself, too.”

“Come, come,” said the sergeant, obviously objecting to competition. “You can’t go making general statements like that, my man. Why were you suspicious?”

The chauffeur thought for a moment and then said, in a very conciliatory manner, “Same as you, sergeant, running about the country in evening clothes, no hat or coat or anything else.”

“When I want your suspicions I’ll ask for them,” said the sergeant, crushingly, and with an extraordinary lack of consequence. “I expect it’ll be quite all right, sir,” he continued, turning with a smile to Harrison. “Queer idea some people have but as a policeman I have to do my duty and ask a lot of questions. Still, I think you ought to satisfy me a bit further.”

“You can’t imagine,” said Harrison, “if I were trying to avoid the police, I should come and call on one, can you?”

“That’s an old dodge,” said the sergeant. The chauffeur smiled, but unfortunately, this look of victory was noticed at once by the sergeant, who added freezingly: “but I can usually tell when it’s being used by a crook. What else, sir?”

“I should prefer to tell you alone,” said Harrison.

“Very wise, sir,” said the policeman, looking at the chauffeur. “Long ears and open mouths are a bad mixture, I always say.”

They walked a few paces along the road from Henry and the chauffeur.

“My name’s Clay Harrison,” said Harrison, in a low voice. “I’m supposed to be a private inquiry agent but I seem mainly to be looking for criminals. It isn’t my fault, it has just happened that way. I’m on the track of a really big crook. That’s why I left London so suddenly in these clothes. I couldn’t risk wasting a minute. Ring up the Southampton police, they’ve heard of me, or even better still, ring up Inspector Murray, at Scotland Yard, he’s on the same job at the moment.”

“That’s all right, sir,” said the policeman, “I haven’t heard of your name but I know what a good man Murray is, and if you were a crook, you’d have to be a good actor to convince me he was a friend of yours. What can I do for you, sir?”

“Well, sergeant, quite a lot of things,” answered Harrison. “First of all, I would like to spend the day with you?”

“You’re welcome, sir.”

“Not quite with you, that is, sergeant, because you must be a busy man, but I want to be by you just for the day—and my Scotch friend as well.”

“The man with the moustache, sir?”

“That’s the man. We should like to begin with breakfast—a Hampshire breakfast, sergeant, and then we can discuss our plans.”

“What about the chauffeur, sir?”

“Oh, he’d better have some breakfast and then I’ll pay him off.”

“Very good, sir.”

They went back to the other two who had not had a word to say to each other during the meantime, and their friendly manner was obviously much to the chagrin of the chauffeur, who must have hoped for handcuffs on Harrison, at the very least. Harrison proposed breakfast, but the chauffeur suggested that his devotion to duty demanded his immediate return. He might have a bite somewhere on the road but martyrs like himself were unable to settle down leisurely to breakfasts like gentlemen in evening dress. Harrison did not argue, but paid him what he asked, with a generous tip in addition, and bade him good-bye.

This was very grumpily replied to, much to the annoyance of Sergeant Merivale, who turned to the chauffeur, as he got into the car, and said, “If you take my advice, my man, you won’t talk too much in future. If you let your tongue run away with you, you’ll be in trouble before you expect it.”

At this the car simply swept away in the direction of London, and it was not long before Harrison and Henry were sitting down to the large and appetizing breakfast which the county knows how to provide.

“Oh, lord, sir,” exclaimed Henry, looking down at his moustache, “I’ve got to eat with this thing on.”

“Quite,” answered Harrison.

“Can I take it off, sir?” asked Henry, looking anxiously at his food.

“Certainly not,” replied Harrison. “Sergeant Merivale would be justified in being really suspicious if he saw you doing that sort of thing.”

“But sir—” said Henry.

“Look here, Henry,” answered Harrison, “you wanted to go on wearing the wretched thing and now you’ve got to go on with it.”

“It’s going to be slightly soiled,” said Henry, viciously, “and I’ll have meals in my room when we get to a hotel.”

Henry, however, had soon ingeniously contrived to overcome his difficulties and when the sergeant reappeared, the wonderful breakfast was a glory of the past.

“And what next, sir?” asked the sergeant.

“You’ve spoken to Southampton?” returned Harrison, looking fixedly at him.

“Well, sir,” answered the sergeant, apologetically. “Safety first, sir.”

“No need to apologise,” said Harrison, “I congratulate you on your caution. What did they say?”

“They said quite a lot, sir,” was the reply. “Enough to make you blush, sir. They said they weren’t surprised to hear you were in the district.”

“Oh,” said Harrison, dubiously.

“Something about guaranteeing you at a bank, sir,” continued the sergeant.

“Great Central?” asked Harrison.

“Yes, sir,” was the reply.

“That’s all right, then,” answered Harrison. “And you’re willing to give me a bit more help?”

“Only too proud to do so, sir,” said Sergeant Merivale.

“Have you anyone here you could trust to go to the bank for me and bring some money back?”

“My own boy would do that, sir,” said the sergeant. “He’s a really good boy and I would trust him with anything.”

“Excellent,” said Harrison, “and would he take some of the money and get us some tickets for Havre for to-night?”

“Of course he could, sir,” replied the sergeant. “But—”

“But what?” asked Harrison.

“You’re not going about in those clothes all day, sir, are you?”

“That’s where I want your help again, sergeant,” said Harrison. “I want some old clothes, a hat and an overcoat; and I can’t go to Southampton for them. What shall I do?”

“The boy and me will fit you out all right, sir,” replied the sergeant, with a smile, which showed that he had now found a practical way to be of use individually.

“I shall have to go to Havre in them,” said Harrison.

“That won’t worry us, sir,” said the sergeant. “We know you’ll take good care of them.”

“You can’t think how grateful I am, Sergeant Merivale,” said Harrison. “You’ve solved a lot of my difficulties. Now if you don’t mind, I’ll write the note and then have a talk with your boy as to what he’s to do. Then I’ll have a smoke and after that the morning will be old enough for me to have a chat with Inspector Murray, if you don’t mind my using your telephone?”

Sergeant Merivale again expressed his delight, and bustled away to do his part of the business, while Harrison produced a long cigar from his case.

“Last one, Henry,” he said.

“That’s a tragedy, sir,” commented Henry, sorrowfully.

“At all events, when I get my new costume, Henry,” said Harrison, “I shan’t dare to smoke good cigars, so that’s a comfort. Self-denying ordinances till complete respectability reappears. At any rate,” he said, lighting the orphan, “I do not propose to talk to Mr. Murray until this is smoked right to the pleasant end.”

Matters were soon settled with the sergeant’s son, who proved to be keen and intelligent, and certainly justified his father’s estimate. Harrison smoked serenely, if in a somewhat miserly fashion, while Henry dozed after the sleeplessness of the night.

A reluctant final pull and Harrison bestirred himself to get to the telephone.

“What news, sir?” asked Henry on his return.

“Just what we might have expected,” answered Harrison. “Murray raided the place as quickly as he could, but Miss Williams and Cross had disappeared. He took the names of all the guests, much to their annoyance, he said, although he allowed them to think that he had discovered some suspicious gambling activities on the floor above. He only detained three people.”

“Let me guess, sir,” said Henry. “Josephs, Skelofski, and Finney.”

“Quite right, Henry,” answered Harrison, “Murray said he’d have to let Finney go because there was nothing against him. Still, the fright he has had will do him any amount of good. Bamberger might even take him back after this. I don’t think he’ll ever misbehave again. He’s not the type.”

“And the others, sir?”

“Murray says they know something about both of them, and the Home Office is very strict about undesirable aliens. So they will have to leave the country with all conceivable speed. I don’t expect it will do them much harm—they’ll be crooks anywhere.”

“Miss Marston, sir?”

“Oh, yes,” said Harrison, with elaborate surprise. “She gave Murray rather a shock. Or rather, her surroundings did. The room she was in was built more like a prison cell than anything else. Comfortably furnished, of course, but a place from which it would be well-nigh impossible to escape. The thick bars to the windows we saw. Murray says the door was amazingly solid. And there was a little sliding panel in the door so that the warder, or whatever you like to call him, could keep an eye on the prisoner, or, likewise, whatever you like to call him.”

“Curious, sir.”

“And what worried Murray still more, Henry, and made it seem more like a prison, was that there was a row of these cells. All the rooms on that floor were constructed in the same way.”

“Miss Marston’s lucky to be out of it, sir.”

“That’s what Murray thinks,” answered Harrison.

“And what does she say?” asked Henry.

“She told Murray she would rather not go into details until I could be present, and Murray was quite agreeable.”

“And the cells, sir?” asked Henry.

“I’m sorry they missed our two friends, Henry,” said Harrison, taking no notice whatever of the last remark. “I suppose the garden business finally decided them to run for it. Still, we have a few surprises left for them and we simply had to have the photograph.”

“Oh yes, sir,” said Henry. “Has it been developed?”

“Murray seemed quite pleased with it,” answered Harrison. “A bit over-exposed, he said, but good enough, and copies of it are being sent all round. He’s going to let me know at Havre directly he finds anything out.”

The arrival of Sergeant Merivale with some aged, but clean-looking garments was the signal for all business to be put aside and Harrison was accommodated with an assortment of clothing which quite changed his looks. Henry was so impressed that he was almost willing to exchange his moustache, schoolboy fashion, for Harrison’s clothes, and, at half a hint from Harrison, would himself have borrowed similar clothing but the broadest of hints brought no response.

A day soon slips by in the county of Hampshire, and Harrison revelled in the quiet of it after the excitement of the days just gone, and the anticipations of those to come. He and Henry lazed about the village until luncheon, which was admirably provided by the hospitable sergeant. Thereafter they slept and then walked briskly in the surrounding lanes. The day was pleasant and warm and the countryside at its best. They met very few people, but those they passed greeted them cheerily and Harrison felt that the thought of violent crime was unreal in such surroundings. Henry was not quite so impressed. The country was all right in its place, but it had to be kept strictly there, and why they didn’t run boats to Havre during the day he couldn’t think. Harrison suggested that it was solely to give them a chance of a break like that, and Henry snorted. Unnecessary generosity, was his comment.

Sergeant Merivale’s son returned with the tickets, having carried out his instructions to the letter, and Harrison’s comments on heredity brought a blush to the sergeant’s face. Another meal and it was time to start for Southampton. Harrison had explained to Henry that it would be best for them to get on board as early as possible. He did not expect anything to happen but they wanted to see, and also they did not want to be seen.

Very reluctantly Harrison said good-bye to one of the most peaceful spots he had ever found in his wanderings. Sergeant Merivale seemed equally reluctant to part with him and warmly pressed him to return if there was any opportunity. “Do you know, sir,” he said, “I almost wish we might have some serious crime here, sir.”

“Promotion, Sergeant Merivale?” queried Harrison.

“Good heavens, no, sir,” was the reply. “I wasn’t thinking of that. No, sir, I mean, if you understand, some serious unofficial crime, sir—something that would bring you down to this part for a stay.”

“That’s very kind of you, Sergeant,” said Harrison, shaking his hand warmly, “but I hope the crime won’t be necessary. I’ll come back without it, if I possibly can.”

They boarded an omnibus which took them into the town, and soon found the dockside and the boat in which they were to cross.

“Time enough to watch things,” said Harrison, as they leaned over the rail. “We don’t start till after eleven.”

“Nice night and a good crossing, sir,” said Henry, cheerfully.

“That’s true,” said Harrison, and for a time they watched straggling passengers come on board. Suddenly Harrison left Henry’s side and disappeared for an appreciable period while more and more people arrived.

“Henry,” he said, quickly, coming back with huge strides, “do you know what day it is?”

“Friday, sir,” answered Henry, wondering at his master’s new phase.

“Of course it is, Henry,” said Harrison, “but I’ve only just realised it.”

“Surely you’re not getting superstitious, sir?” said Henry, with concern.

“About starting a journey on Friday?” laughed Harrison. “It isn’t that, Henry. But we nearly did the wrong thing. We nearly used our passports.”

“I don’t understand, sir,” said Henry.

“I’ve been watching the people coming on and seen some of their tickets,” answered Harrison. “It isn’t done to use passports to-night and besides, we should be safer not to. They are nearly all week-end travellers, and all they have to do is to fill up a form on their tickets.”

“Is that so, sir?”

“It is, Henry,” answered Harrison, “and it’s going to explain one or two things. But, first of all, slip off the boat and buy us two week-end return tickets as quickly as you can.”

“But we’ve got some,” objected Henry.

“Those need passports,” said Harrison. “We want to go into France a bit more quietly. Here’s the money. You’ve ample time before the boat starts. First-class, of course.”

Henry gave a groan at the expense of such a proceeding, and was ready to start arguing, but Harrison’s look crushed any tendency in that direction, and he made his way off the boat.

The London boat-train now arrived and the usual bustle took place. It was not quite frenzy, but a certain lack of balance among passengers who, although morally certain that the boat would not put off without themselves and their baggage, had such instinctive doubts on the matter that their conduct was unduly affected thereby.

Henry eventually marched on with the throng, and soon after he had regained Harrison’s side, preparations were being made for casting off. The luggage had been slung below and the gangways were just being moved when a man in definitely artisan clothes ran up to the officials, showed his ticket and came on board.

“I thought as much,” said Harrison.

“What’s the matter, sir?” asked Henry.

“The man who has just come aboard,” answered Harrison, and then he suddenly caught Henry by the arm and pulled him so that he was leaning well over the side of the ship.

“What on earth?” said Henry, recovering his balance after a few moments.

“Sorry, Henry,” said Harrison. “The man has just gone past.”

“Who was it, sir?”

“A man who would certainly recognise a Scotch photographer.”

“Good lord, sir, Cross?”

“Yes, Henry,” replied Harrison, “Mr. Cross is making the same journey as ourselves. He is wearing very ordinary clothes and he is travelling second-class—by week-end ticket, of course.”

“Lucky you spotted him, sir,” said Henry.

“That’s the end of your adornment, Henry,” answered Harrison. “A moustache which nearly gives us away must be discarded. Take it off, Henry.”




Chapter XIX

Madame Cross

Even Henry, whose objection to the Channel was passionately emphatic, could not have complained of the crossing from Southampton to Havre that night. The millpond comparison was justifiable and he and Harrison slept peaceably and well until the boat was nearing harbour, when Harrison roused him with a vigorous shake.

“Get up, Henry,” he said. “There’s work to be done.”

“At this time of the morning?” asked Henry, drowsily. “It can’t be more than five o’clock, sir?”

“It isn’t,” answered Harrison. “But we shall be in fairly soon and we must keep our eyes open. Come along and enjoy the morning breeze.”

Henry, although not satisfied as to the fascination of the morning breeze, arose obediently and the two took their station by the rail. It was a glorious morning and even the desire to see Mr. Cross leave the boat could not entirely adulterate Harrison’s pleasure in it.

“I really do like you better without a moustache, Henry,” said Harrison.

“It served its purpose, sir,” said Henry, defiantly.

“Quite true,” answered Harrison. “It was a magnificent effort and quite overpowered Finney. I’m not criticising it, Henry, but somehow it seemed to alter the whole of your character.”

“Which, in your own words, sir,” said Henry, seriously, “is the essence of a good disguise.”

“You have an inconveniently good memory, Henry,” answered Harrison. “But weak as it may sound, I prefer you as your natural self.”

“You didn’t like the Scotch accent, sir?” asked Henry, anxiously.

“Nothing wrong with that, Henry,” said Harrison.

“I’m glad to hear that, sir,” answered Henry, beaming broadly. “I think I might stick to it in Havre, even without the moustache. It impresses these foreigners. They got a great respect for the Scotch in the War, sir, and I don’t think they’ve forgotten. And Havre was a great base, you know.”

“I say, Henry, you’ve worked that out pretty well,” said Harrison, admiringly.

“That’s the kind of deduction you taught me, sir,” answered Henry. “So Scotch is all right?”

“Certainly, Henry,” said Harrison. “You go ahead.”

As the ship berthed and the weary passengers made their way on to the quay Harrison watched them intently to identify Cross. There was, however, no need to have made a great effort in this direction, for Cross appeared in the stream, making no effort whatever to hide himself. Once out of England, he was obviously satisfied that no tracks would lead a pursuer to Havre. He gave up his ticket and walked briskly away from the quayside, to all appearances without a care in the world. “No suspicions,” thought Harrison, “that makes the job a little easier.”

“I expect he has made straight for the Avenue des Viguerres,” he said to Henry. “And there, dear reader, as they say in the best novels, we will leave him. He might be just suspicious enough to look round and see if he was being followed, so it isn’t worth our while to go straight away. We know where to find him, that’s the main thing. Our next move must be to find a quiet little hotel not far away where we can spend a night or two, if necessary.”

They left the boat and were soon installed in pleasant rooms in the Hotel Pension du Paradis, about a quarter of an hour’s walk from the quay. Henry talked his individual Scots dialect while the question of accommodation was being settled and his fierceness certainly seemed to impress the little pension keeper and his wife.

“Our plan of campaign must be somewhat vague, Henry,” said Harrison. “That can’t be helped. There seems no doubt that Cross has no suspicion we are here and we must keep him in that frame of mind, whatever else we do. We have assumed all along that the address, 15, Avenue des Viguerres, is the essential clue to the whole of the King’s Scullion business. We have therefore assumed that Cross has gone to that address. But it is rather a large assumption.”

“Now you say it, sir,” said Henry, “it is expecting a lot.”

“You’re not pessimistic, are you, Henry?” asked Harrison, with a twinkling eye.

“Well, sir, we should look fools if Cross had walked out on us when he left the boat and disappeared to Paris or somewhere like that.”

“Then you are pessimistic, Henry,” said Harrison. “I must say I appreciate the way in which you change moods to follow my ideas, but if I do raise any doubt you do your best to multiply it a hundred-fold, don’t you? The time for pessimism would really have been Southampton and not here.”

“Why, sir?”

“Well, I should have been very downcast if Cross had not come on to the boat at all. The very fact that he came by this route, coupled with the address we have, proves he was going to it. He knew that every minute more in England was likely to make his position more dangerous. He knew the much quicker ways of getting to the Continent, and yet he waited a whole day to come over to Havre. He used a week-end ticket which shows he was familiar with the route and also that he was going to stop in Havre. He could not be going to any other address. Surely that isn’t stretching assumption too far?”

“Certainly it isn’t, sir,” was Henry’s answer, with great relief.

“Then our problem is to find out something about the house at 15, Avenue des Viguerres before we try to go any farther. On that I think I must work alone. Two people would excite suspicion and, as I said before, it is essential that he should have no suspicions at all. But we must be able to keep in touch all the time and I’m afraid, Henry, your job is going to be a waiting one. “

“I don’t mind, sir,” said Henry. “So long as you yourself aren’t taking too many risks.”

“Thank you, Henry,” answered Harrison. “I’ve had enough of a fright already over this business to take any unnecessary risks. First of all, I’m going to spy out the land very carefully before taking any action at all and then let the Havre police know I’m somewhere about, and if you really get worried I give you full permission to get into touch with them.”

“They don’t know you’re here yet, sir?”

“If you mean I haven’t told them, you’re right, Henry,” answered Harrison. “Murray told them I was coming, but you know my peculiar habit of wanting to work alone as far as possible. I don’t want to get into contact with them until it is really necessary.”

“Very well, sir,” said Henry.

“Now if our worthy hotel-keeper has a map of Havre we can settle down to our job,” said Harrison.

The hotel-keeper has a map and was only too pleased for Monsieur to study it. Harrison soon discovered that the Avenue des Viguerres was well away from the centre of the town, and the hotel-keeper told him that the district where it was situated was a pleasant residential one, those living there you would not call them rich; oh, no, but they had sufficient, without doubt.

After coffee and rolls they sallied forth. Harrison explained to Henry that they would find a café as near as seemed safely possible to the Avenue des Viguerres. Here Henry was to install himself, and stay, glued to the spot, until he saw Harrison walk past his café in the direction of the hotel. Then, having given Harrison a good start, Henry was to go leisurely back to the hotel himself. In this way Harrison thought there would be little chance of rousing any suspicion of their being connected with one another. Of course, if Harrison urgently needed Henry’s help on the spot, he could signal to him or come and fetch him, but then no special precautions would be necessary. They would have to trust to luck.

They came to a clean-looking café which, judging by the map, seemed rightly placed for Harrison’s plan, and so Henry settled down there and Harrison went on to continue his researches.

Harrison found that the Avenue des Viguerres was a pleasant road of villas, mainly alike, clean, bright, and well-kept. He was, however, glad he was wearing Sergeant Merivale’s aged but tidy clothes. They seemed somehow to fit the district. Whether it was an illusion or not, Harrison did not feel disposed to say, but the men he met who seemed to be inhabitants of these charming villas did not seem to be nearly as well-dressed as Englishmen of a like station would have been. Possibly they were frugal-minded over their work-a-day clothing. At any rate, their garments seemed to be about as old and tidy as his own.

Not far from No. 15 on one side he found a dairy wherein he could see a young French woman, plump and pretty, on duty. “She might talk, with a little flattery,” thought Harrison, as he walked past. About the same distance on the other side was a grocer’s shop, selling nearly everything the human interior can require. Inside he saw an aged woman arranging some of the goods. As he came to the door, the woman looked round with a smile. The hearing of footsteps had obviously given her a pleasant feeling of anticipation. The desire to gossip radiated from her face. She looked upon her neighbour’s business as her own. Her air of expectancy showed that this was one of her personal, if extra, commandments.

Harrison chuckled to himself. Here was the very spring of information, he thought, if there was anything to be learned at all.

Harrison went into the shop and Madame left her goods and came towards him, asking what she could do for Monsieur. Harrison shook her gravely by the hand, much to her delight, and explained that he was an Englishman, quite strange to Havre.

“But Monsieur’s French is very good,” replied Madame, her eyes twinkling.

“Madame is kind,” replied Harrison. “She inspires an Englishman to speak his best French.”

Madame’s eyes twinkled still more brightly and the sale of goods was quite forgotten. Her curiosity was roused. Very few Englishmen came into that part of Havre, and if they did, they were not as charming as Monsieur and did not stop to chat with Madame. Possibly Monsieur had some special reason for visiting the Avenue des Viguerres.

“Surely,” answered Harrison. But he would not fatigue Madame with his own trifling affairs.

But Monsieur was too tender of Madame’s feelings, was the reply, it might even be that Madame could assist Monsieur.

“I have no doubt whatever that Madame could assist a man in any difficulty,” said Harrison. “But I would not take advantage of Madame’s great kindness.”

Madame was now seething with curiosity and she insisted that Harrison should not make the great mistake of thinking that he was troubling her. It was her nature to help others in their difficulties, and Monsieur could be certain that she would feel honoured if he gave her the opportunity of helping him.

“It is so small,” urged Harrison, feeling that the ground was now pretty well prepared.

“But that is easier still,” protested Madame.

“Very well,” said Harrison, slowly, while Madame leaned forward, quivering with impatience. “I am a man of business and I am careful of my money.”

“Naturally,” said Madame, with approval.

“I have met a man who had suggested a scheme to me with great profits in it.”

“Excellent,” commented Madame.

“But I am cautious,” continued Harrison. “I do not know the man well. Can I trust him with my money, I ask myself. Shall I lose it all by knowing too little of my friend who makes the suggestion? Does he pretend to be my friend just to empty my pockets? Must I not discover more information about him before I become his partner?”

“You have reason,” said Madame.

“I know he lives in Havre in the Avenue des Viguerres.”

“The number.”

“Ah, Madame,” answered Harrison, sadly, “that I do not know.”

“A pity,” was the reply. “His name?”

“If it is his name,” said Harrison, looking very knowingly at Madame.

“Monsieur is very discreet,” commented Madame, with still stronger approval.

“My friend calls himself Cross,” said Harrison, slowly, making the plunge.

“Ah!” answered Madame, with a long-drawn breath.

“Madame knows my friend?” asked Harrison.

“Know him I would not say,” answered Madame. “I have seen him, yes, very often. Madame Cross I know better.” Harrison pricked up his ears. Here was a new line altogether. Madame Cross brought a new element into the business.

“One can judge a man by his wife,” said Harrison.

“How true, Monsieur,” answered Madame, shaking her head gravely. “It is very true, but in this case it is different.”

“How so?” asked Harrison. “Do you not trust Madame Cross?”

“Not trust Madame Cross?” said Madame, raising her eyes to heaven. “That would be beyond thinking. I love Madame Cross. She is English, like yourself, and she speaks the good French, like you too, Monsieur. Not trust her, indeed!”

“Then I do not understand,” replied Harrison.

“But I think she is unhappy,” said Madame, in explanation.

“So it is Mr. Cross you do not trust?” insisted Harrison.

“Ah, Monsieur, I would not spoil any man’s character,” was the answer. “All I say is that I think Madame Cross is unhappy.”

“Why?”

“Women know, Monsieur.”

“But Madame Cross does not say so?”

“Madame Cross talks and yet she does not talk—you understand my meaning, Monsieur,” answered Madame. “She comes here to buy and we talk together. We talk of Havre, we talk of England, we talk of many things!”

“Of husbands?” suggested Harrison.

“Ah no, Monsieur, never,” answered Madame. “She is English and she never speaks of Mr. Cross. I know she is unhappy and I tell her it is good to talk, but she smiles sadly and says nothing at all about him. But sometimes I see the tear in her eye when she kisses the little boy.”

“The little boy?” asked Harrison.

“Yes, Monsieur,” was the reply. “Her little boy would be six years old. So vivacious. He is full of life and he skips and jumps. He laughs and calls me Auntie.”

“He is named Cross?” asked Harrison.

“Why, of course, Monsieur,” answered Madame, indignantly. “Madame Cross is the quite English lady.”

Harrison bowed to the rebuke and was inwardly more amazed than ever. How many more relations of the redoubtable Cross was Madame going to reveal? No amount of deduction could have given him this information and yet it might complicate his plans in no cheering fashion.

“Reggie Cross, they call him,” continued Madame. “These strange English names. He is a good boy and loves his mother.”

“I am pleased to hear that,” said Harrison. “But Madame is weary of my questions?”

“A thousand times no,” answered Madame, eagerly. “What else can I tell you, Monsieur?”

“What does Madame Cross look like?”

“She is a slender woman,” answered Madame. “Somewhat tall. She dresses like an English lady. She is tidy but not ‘chic’—Monsieur understands me.” Harrison nodded. “She is not pretty. Her hair is without colour. Her nose is straight and her eyes are brown and beautiful. And she has the wonderful English reserve.”

“A splendid picture, Madame, answered Harrison. “And Monsieur Cross!”

“But Monsieur himself knows Mr. Cross already,” was the quick reply.

“If it is the same Mr. Cross,” said Harrison, equally quickly. “I wish to be certain.”

“Monsieur is a cautious one,” commented Madame, with a chuckle, as if that type of caution were after her own heart.

“Mr. Cross is medium in height. He looks—” she paused. “He looks like—” She stopped.

“Well, Madame?” said Harrison.

“It is strange,” answered Madame. “Words come easily to me and yet I cannot describe Mr. Cross. His looks are very difficult to remember.”

“That is impossible,” answered Harrison, with assumed impatience. “A man must look like something. Surely Madame will try again?”

Madame thought for a moment. She frowned in her effort to concentrate.

“But it is correct,” she said, “I cannot describe Mr, Cross’s face.”

“That is very strange,” said Harrison.

“Perhaps Monsieur will describe the face of his Mr. Cross?” said Madame, looking cunningly at him.

Harrison frowned in careful imitation of Madame’s effort. “Madame is right,” he said, “I cannot describe Mr. Cross either.”

“Then it is the same man,” said Madame, laughing gleefully.

“Then Madame herself is not cautious,” commented Harrison with a smile.

“And why?”

“If we had both given the same description we might have decided that it is the same Mr. Cross,” said Harrison. “But because we neither of us are able to give any description at all that is not such a good argument.”

“Monsieur is right,” answered Madame. “But it is very singular.”

“True,” said Harrison. “But it does not seem enough. How does Mr. Cross dress?”

“That is curious, too, when one thinks of it,” answered Madame. “Sometimes he is dressed as the greatest gentleman and sometimes in the poor clothes—like yours, Monsieur, if you will pardon me.”

“And how often is he here?”

“Sometimes he will be here for a week and then be away for two weeks or more,” said Madame. “But he very often arrives on Saturday and goes away on Monday again. Madame Cross tells me the English call it the ‘week-end’.”

“And his friends?”

“Again it is curious,” answered Madame, who was so interested that she did not seem to realise that Harrison’s questions were going far beyond the province of the errand on which he claimed to have come to Havre. “When Mr. Cross is there many friends come to see him. They are very seldom French, and, for that matter, very seldom English, too. It seems mysterious that they do not offend their neighbours, and there are no complaints.”

“Women as well as men?”

“Yes, there are women,” answered Madame. “But they do not come alone. They always come with the men. But the men they often come alone. And the French they speak—” words failed her.

“They ask their way?” hazarded Harrison.

“Some of them,” answered Madame. “One day I ask Madame Cross if her husband is religious.”

“A strange question,” said Harrison.

“I joke,” said Madame. “And Madame Cross she laughs with me. For Sunday is the great day for visitors. All day, when Mr. Cross is there, they come. But it is not for religion.”

“Then what else, Madame?” asked Harrison, quickly.

“I do not know,” answered Madame, sorrowfully. “Madame Cross, she laughs but she does not explain, Monsieur.”

Harrison smiled and was about to speak when a figure came out of the door of No. 15 and walked quickly past the shop.

“Mr. Cross,” said Madame.

“The man I am looking for,” said Harrison.




Chapter XX

The House At Havre

“It would be wise, Madame, do you not think?” asked Harrison, “to call on Madame Cross first of all.”

Madame looked troubled. “You will bring no harm to her, Monsieur?” she said, anxiously.

“Of course not, Madame,” answered Harrison. “She may explain things to me so that I do not have to worry Mr. Cross at all.”

“Very well, Monsieur,” said Madame. “She will be pleased to see a compatriot. That I know. Shall I come with you?”

“It is kind of you,” said Harrison, a grateful note in his voice, “but I think it would be wiser to be alone.”

“Monsieur knows best his business,” answered Madame, not a whit offended at the reply. “But you will be tender with her?”

“I promise,” said Harrison, “and a thousand thanks to you.”

He knocked on the door of No. 15 and the door was opened to him by a woman answering to the description given by Madame. She was slender and somewhat over average height, as Madame had said, not particularly attractive of feature, but with very warm and large brown eyes with a depth of trustfulness in them. Harrison guessed her age at about thirty.

“Mrs. Cross, I think?” he said in English.

The woman looked surprised, and then a shadow of fear seemed to cross her face as she answered almost inaudibly.

“I know your husband,” said Harrison.

“I am so sorry, but he has just gone out,” she replied, her voice growing stronger.

“May I wait?”

The woman looked at him doubtfully. She seemed to be trying to make up her mind as to something.

“I understand,” he continued, “Mr. Cross does not like his visitors to wait when he is not here, and perhaps talk to you.”

She smiled gratefully at him.

“You will come back again?” she asked, making no effort to go indoors.

“I think not,” said Harrison, making a bold plunge. “I have come to talk to you.”

“You can’t do that,” said the woman fearfully, but still seeming rooted to the spot and unable to retreat indoors.

“Certainly not on the doorstep,” answered Harrison.

“You had better go away,” said the woman. “You can’t do any good by talking to me.”

“Don’t you think you can trust me?” asked Harrison, looking straight into her brown eyes.

The woman did not answer.

“Don’t you think you can trust me?” he repeated.

“Yes,” said the woman, lowering her eyes, “I think I can.”

“Then let me come in and talk to you,” persisted Harrison.

“I am not thinking of myself,” she answered. “I do not matter. Should he come back and find you here you will suffer.”

“I doubt it,” answered Harrison. “I know your husband too well.”

“Too well?” asked the woman.

“So well,” said Harrison, “that I have come to you as a friend, not to him.”

The woman looked at him again and seemed reassured, for the glimmer of an answering smile appeared on her face.

“Very well,” she said. “Heaven knows I have nothing much to lose now. You may as well come in.”

Harrison followed her into the house and was shown into a sitting-room which showed the rather pathetic attempts of its mistress to make it an ordinary British room. The furniture was French, the hangings and light fittings were French, but there was an air of English middle-class life about it which must have meant Herculean efforts on the part of Mrs. Cross.

He sat down and Mrs. Cross shut the door carefully and then did the same.

“It is good to hear an English voice again,” she said.

“A friendly English voice,” he corrected.

“I can hardly believe there is such a thing,” she answered. “But you could not be one of his spies. An Englishman like you could never go so low.”

“His spies?”

“What does it matter?” she answered. “You say you are a friend.”

“Of course I am,” answered Harrison. “I want to help you. My name is Harrison—Clay Harrison, and I have rather a big account to settle with your husband.”

“My husband,” said the woman, her voice vibrating, not with passionate emotion but with a cold fury which made Harrison shiver. “He is not my husband. I loathe him.”

“I am not surprised,” he said.

“He is the devil himself, and as clever too,” she said, and again a look of fear came into her face. “You cannot settle accounts with the devil. Take my advice and go away before it is too late.”

“And leave you here?”

“I believe you are trying to help me,” she said, turning her brown eyes fully towards him again. “But you don’t know Cross.”

“I do know Cross,” answered Harrison, “and that is why I intend to help you.”

“What’s the use?” she said in despair.

“I’m going to beat Cross,” he replied, “and get you out of here.”

“You’re a brave man,” said the woman, with a little more confidence. “But you don’t know what you are up against. And why should you take the risk for me?”

“I have any number of good reasons,” Harrison answered, feeling certain that he had won the woman’s confidence. “But I’m not going to tell you them at the moment. I’m going to get even with Cross, you can he sure of that.”

“I wonder if you can?” said the woman, still more hopefully.

“Do you want me to?” he asked.

“Good heavens, do I want you to?” she answered emphatically. “I’d give my right hand to see anyone do that.”

“Very well, then,” said Harrison. “You must answer my questions.”

“Anything,” said the woman, eagerly. “But you swear you’re going to try and help me? I’ve trusted everybody so much and it’s always been wrong. You won’t let me down, will you?”

There was such a despairing ring in the woman’s voice that Harrison’s sympathy went out to her and made even stronger his intention to win in the battle with Cross.

“I swear I will help you,” he answered solemnly. “Give me that right hand of yours that you were so ready to give a moment ago.” She held it out wonderingly. He took it firmly in his own and said, “This is my solemn compact,” and pressed her hand firmly.

“What do you want to know?” she asked, with more of a smile than he had seen up to now.

“Why you are here,” he replied.

“Does that help?” she asked.

“It may do,” was the answer. “I can’t say until I know. You say you are not Mrs. Cross, although you accepted that name when you opened the door to me. I want to know why.”

“I shall not tell you my real name, because I do not think that matters,” she stated.

“As you wish,” said Harrison.

“I am English through and through,” continued the woman. “English in my birth and English in my upbringing. English in my ignorance, too. I come from a small country place—there is no need for you to know where. I was ignorant and a fool, if you like—but, in the end, my mother and father are responsible. The man turned up—he usually does. A beast, but not a bad-natured beast. He had none of the cruelty of Cross. He won. I tell you I knew nothing, It’s incredible in the twentieth century, but it’s true all the same.”

“I understand,” said Harrison sympathetically; “you can spare yourself the details.”

“My mother and father were frightfully upset when it was a question of a baby,” said the woman, in a low voice. “I suppose it was understandable. The man did his best, but that wasn’t very much. He wouldn’t marry me and, now I come to think it over, I don’t believe I wanted to marry him. But there was the boy and there was myself and something had to be done. I couldn’t stay in the district, you know those country places, although I had a lot of friends.”

“You mean they stood by you?” asked Harrison.

“They did stand by me,” was the reply. “I was very lucky but there were difficulties. I had only one asset, as far as I could see, and that was French. I had been very good at school and a fair amount had stuck. I had taken every opportunity of taking it and I wondered what use I could make of it. One of my friends discovered a job going in Nice, half domestic, half lady’s maid, and anything else where one could be useful and some knowledge of French was essential. Another of my friends offered to have the boy—I could pay something when I found my feet. I have had good friends, haven’t I?”

“There’s no doubt of that,” said Harrison. “So you went to Nice?”

“I did,” said the woman, “and everything worked out splendidly. I seemed to give satisfaction. It was a well-to-do English family, not sprung from the loins of kings, but very good-hearted. Of course, they knew nothing about the baby—that wouldn’t have done—and my character was a bit shaky. But I settled down to make myself as indispensable as I could and I improved my French all the time. That was very important. None of the other servants seemed to take any trouble about it. Of course, we had some French help, but the English servants, I mean, rather looked down on the French and made no effort at all over the language.”

“An ideal position for you,” said Harrison.

“You may well say ideal; that’s a true enough word,” returned the woman. “I sent money home regularly for the boy and he was well looked after. Of course, I ached to see him but I had hopes of getting a holiday in England one day and I had to be content with that.”

“How long ago was this?”

“About five years. I had been there just over two years when Cross appeared. He was a guest of the family and very popular.”

“Just a moment,” interrupted Harrison. “Did he call himself Cross then?”

“Oh yes,” was the answer, a certain amount of surprise showing itself in the woman’s tone. “Does he use any other name?”

“I have never heard of one,” said Harrison, “but it is worth knowing. Well?”

“Cross stayed some time. He was popular with the servants as well as the household. I must say I liked him myself. He always acted like a gentleman. Then one day one of the guests—there were usually a few people staying in the house—missed something or other, a piece of jewellery or something like that. There was a lot of talk about it, but they all finally decided it could not have been lost in the house and nothing more was said. Then something more was missing, and in a fortnight four things had been stolen. You can imagine that the atmosphere was getting pretty unpleasant. Then the girl who waited at dinner came out of the room in a state of high indignation. It had been suggested that the servants’ belongings should be searched—to satisfy everybody that things were all right in the house.”

“Did Cross make the suggestion?”

“No,” was the answer. “He was dead against it, so the girl said. He said that such a thing was an insult to an English servant: it would be better to lose the things than to behave like that. Of course his popularity went up with us all still more.”

“Curious.”

“No, clever; he’d make his plans and that was part of them. A few days later I was doing something in the smoking-room and he was there alone. He said he would like a little talk with me and closed the door. I was not worried. I thought I could look after myself all right. He looked very serious and said his gold cigarette-case was missing. I told him I was very sorry. Then he said, ‘I know who the thief is, too.’ Even then I didn’t realise what he was up to.”

“He was accusing you?”

“Of course he was, and he said the case was in my trunk. I laughed and said he was telling nonsense. Then he said it didn’t matter who had put it there, but that case was certainly in the trunk. I did not know what to say. I knew I was innocent and asked him if he thought I had stolen it. He said it didn’t matter what he thought; everybody else would believe it. Then he started to talk about me and he seemed to know everything, even about Reggie—my boy, you know. I was absolutely beaten. I saw what kind of man he was but I couldn’t for the life of me see what was behind it all. Of course I begged him to have some mercy, but you can imagine what good that would do with Cross.”

“I can,” said Harrison, grimly.

“Then he said there was a way out. He himself needed me badly. I suppose I gave him a look because he told me not to flatter myself. His feelings towards me weren’t like that. He even said something insulting about Reggie, but I couldn’t answer him. No, he told me he had a house in Havre and his English housekeeper had suddenly left him in the lurch. If I was willing to take on the job he would say nothing more about the cigarette case, but only on those conditions. I did not know what to answer. I knew I was in a trap, but if only I could get to my room to see if the case was really there I thought I might get out of it. I said I must have time to think it over. He smiled and at that moment my master came into the room. I seem to remember every detail as if it had happened yesterday.”

“I can understand that,” said Harrison.

“‘I think I am in a position to clear up the mystery of the recent thefts,’ he said, or something to that effect, and my master was most surprised. Cross said that it would be only fair if all the servants were called in and as many guests as were in the house so that the whole thing could be cleared up once and for all. My master was delighted and immediately started giving instructions. I thought this might my chance of getting to my room for a moment, but Cross gave me a cruel smile and said, so that my master could hear, that I might as well wait as all the other servants would be assembling in a minute. The result was that we were all lined up on one side of the smoking-room and the master and mistress, Cross, and another guest facing us.”

“A carefully arranged scene,” said Harrison.

“I know now,” said the woman, “how carefully Cross arranges things. He started off by saying how relieved all of us would be at the news he had to give us. He said that in his own way he was a bit of a detective.”

“Oh,” said Harrison.

“He kept his eyes fixed on me the whole time. He had watched very carefully and he was able to say now who had taken the missing things. Still he kept his eye on me as if asking a question. He said he had been entirely against opening the servants’ boxes. He paused and he looked at me still more intensely as if to say that this was my last chance. What was I to do. He had me in a corner and there was no escape. I gave him a slight nod and that was enough. He went on to say that he knew he had been right in taking that attitude because the thefts had been done by somebody from outside. An errand boy from one of the shops, I think he said. He had watched without being seen and knew who the thief was, but the boy had very worthy parents and so he had taken it on himself to caution the boy and had promised to say nothing more if the stolen property was restored. He would be in a position to give it all back to the rightful owners that night, and he hoped my master and mistress did not think he had behaved in too independent a manner. They said they thought he had been marvellous and everybody felt relieved.”

“Except yourself?”

“Of course, except me. I rushed off to look in my box and, right down at the bottom, I found the cigarette case and everything else that had been stolen.”

“Pretty thorough.”

“It was,” said the woman. “So I handed it over to Cross, who gave it back to the people it belonged to and was even more popular than ever. Within a month I had left Nice and had started to look after this house.”

“You tried to get away, of course?”

“Of course I did but Cross was too clever for that. First of all I just tried walking out but he seemed to turn up from nowhere whatever I did and I soon gave that up. He told me it was no good; he would always find some way of stopping me and I had to believe him. Then I wrote to my friends and asked them to help me, but he got hold of my letters. I don’t know how he did it, but they never got through—”

“Did they get to England at all?”

“I can’t say,” was the reply. “He knew all about the places they were to have gone to, but whether he got them here or at home I really can’t decide. He has a marvellous spy system.”

“So you gave that up, too?”

“What else could I do?” said the woman. “It’s hardly worth fighting against a man like that. He can beat you at everything you try.”

“Can he?” said Harrison, emphatically.

“He beat me at any rate and then he did his most devilish trick. About three months after I had come here he suddenly arrived with Reggie. He said he thought I might be lonely so he had collected him and brought him over for me. I was frightfully grateful at first but I soon realised he had tricked me again, for now he had got both of us in his power. Whenever I said anything he didn’t like he would look at Reggie and that look was enough for me. If I did anything he would make Reggie pay for it—”

“The swine,” said Harrison, viciously.

“But that’s what I came to expect of Cross,” she said, “and so I gave in altogether. I suppose some people wouldn’t think it so bad.”

“But the odd people who came to this house,” asked Harrison, “couldn’t you have talked to any of them?”

“Of course, I tried,” she answered. “I tried everything, but he found out soon enough, and he swore at me. He doesn’t lose his temper usually, but that must have upset him. A man who spoke some English came while he was out and I asked him to help me. Cross said he’d kill me if it happened again—that was before Reggie came. I believed he would but now I think he’d kill Reggie instead just to make me feel worse. So now when he isn’t here I send all the callers away; when he is, he answers the door himself.”

“I am very thankful you trusted me,” said Harrison.

“I hope I have done right,” was the fervent reply.

“I feel certain you have,” said Harrison, “but there are one or two more things I want to know. What are Cross’s callers like? Especially those who come on Sundays?”

“I don’t know an awful lot about them. Mainly foreigners, as far as I can tell.”

“Do they come often?”

“Only one or two of them come more than once. The others appear and vanish.”

“Any women?”

“Not many. Just occasionally, but usually men.”

“Do you ever see them go out of the house?”

“Of course I do, sir,” said the woman, excitedly, “and they—”

“I know,” said Harrison. “Their clothes are different.”

“Have you watched them yourself, sir?” asked the woman, her eyes wide with surprise.

“Oh, no,” answered Harrison. “That’s what I should guess.”

“That’s wonderful, sir, because it is just what does happen. They come in wearing their foreign clothes—or at least, most of them do—and they go out dressed—well, rather like you, sir. Definitely English clothes.”

“Good,” said Harrison. “Where do they get them?”

“I don’t know, sir,” was the reply. “They change them here, that’s all I know.”

“Cross supplies them, of course?”

“I can’t say, sir,” said the woman. “He always brings his big trunks backwards and forwards but he keeps his room locked so I can’t tell.”

“I think that’s all, then,” said Harrison, rising. “If he’s likely to be coming back any minute I hadn’t better take any risks.”

“He isn’t really likely to be back to-day, sir,” said the woman, excitedly. “He said he wouldn’t be back until ten o’clock to-morrow morning and I’m practically certain he meant it. Plenty of time for you to take me and Reggie away.”

“I’m very sorry,” said Harrison, “but I’m afraid you must wait until he comes back.”’

The woman moaned. “I can’t, I can’t,” she cried, “and you promised to help me.”

“I will help you,” returned Harrison, “but you must stay here till then. Be all packed up ready and I will get you away afterwards.”

“It will be hopeless once he gets back.”

“I promise you it won’t.”

“You don’t know Cross. He’ll find everything out and I don’t know what he’ll do to us.” The woman was on the verge of hysteria.

“It is just because I do know Cross, know him better than you do, that I want you to stay,” said Harrison, in an even tone. “I admit that he is clever, very clever, and thorough, very thorough indeed, but Cross is only able to provide against the things he expects. He expected you to try and escape and he made his arrangements accordingly. He expected you to write to your friends. He expected you to ask the people who came here for help. Very clever, but also very simple. He doesn’t expect me and that makes all the difference. He won’t have a chance of getting back on you; I promise you that.”

“You really think you can do it?” The woman stopped and looked at Harrison. Then she smiled and seemed to grow quite calm again. “I believe you can. Tell me what you want me to do.”

“That’s fine,” said Harrison, approvingly. “I shall be here at half-past nine tomorrow morning. You will let me in at once and put me in here. Directly Cross arrives you will tell him there is somebody waiting for him and you will get him in here at once.”

“I’ll do it.”

“By the way, there are no revolvers or anything like that knocking around the house?” asked Harrison.

“You can be certain there aren’t,” said the woman, bitterly. “There may be in his room, but one can’t get into that. I’ve searched every corner of the place for one. It might have come in very useful.”

“True,” said Harrison. “And just one thing more. Does Reggie collect things?”

“Collect things?”

“Yes; stamps, cigarette cards, you know, what boys do collect?”

“Oh, yes,” said the woman; “he had quite a lot of cigarette pictures.”

“Good,” said Harrison. “Tell him I’m interested in his cigarette cards and get him to put all of them, sorted out in their series, in heaps on the mantelpiece here so that I can see them when I come to-morrow.”

“Cross won’t like it,” was the woman’s comment.

“I don’t expect he will,” said Harrison, “but he may be much more interested than you think.”




Chapter XXI

The Man Without A Face

Harrison walked quickly away from the house and past the cafe where he had left Henry. Out of the tail of his eye he saw the latter get up and follow him, whereupon he led the way to the main post office and was pleased to find a letter waiting for him there. Henry, punctilious about instructions, hovered about outside the building and made no effort to get into touch with Harrison.

The landlord of the Pension du Paradis was sitting in his little office in the lounge as Harrison appeared. He nodded pleasantly and returned to his task of balancing his extremely neat books. A contrast, thought Harrison, to the terrible efforts of Mr. Albion Tunnery, of the “Sun” inn, in the same direction. After a decent interval Henry appeared. He smiled warmly at Harrison and shaking him effusively by the hand he said, “Back agen, mon; hoots, it’s a gran’ morning.”

The landlord smiled approvingly. Obviously Henry’s accent had roused some pleasant memories of earlier and more stirring days in Havre. A look of inspiration came over his face as he said the one word, “Whisky?”

“A bottle, mon, a bottle,” said Henry, loudly, “in Mr. Harrison’s room—at once.”

The landlord, still more smiling than ever, dashed away to execute the order, and Harrison and Henry made their way upstairs. They were quickly followed by the whisky and glasses and the hotel waiter bearing them. As he turned to go, Henry called, “And a jug of milk.”

“Milk?” asked the astonished waiter.

“Of course,” shouted Henry, “I always drink milk with my whisky.”

The waiter disappeared, a study in surprise, and Harrison proceeded to settle down in a reasonably comfortable arm-chair. He waited until the milk had arrived and the waiter had departed and then said, “Now perhaps you will explain, Henry?”

“But surely, sir—” started Henry.

“I appreciate the efforts you made to sustain your character, Henry,” said Harrison, “and I think you have made a great success with the host here. But was a bottle quite necessary—a bottle and we neither of us touch the stuff.”

“Well, sir,” said Henry, apologetically, “I didn’t know how long you would want to stay up here and talk, and as you don’t want to arouse suspicion I thought a bottle of whisky would be the best thing. I should say that landlord, during the war, saw many Scotsmen disappear to their rooms with a bottle of whisky for the rest of the day. I expect he’ll think it quite natural for us not to reappear for hours now.”

“You win, Henry,” said Harrison, laughing heartily; “a first-rate reason. And I suppose you have an equally good one for the milk?”

“This parcel, sir,” answered Henry, opening a packet which he had carefully carried under his arm. “There’s a remarkable shop not far from here where they sell everything, so I bought a spirit stove—small, maybe, but it will do—some solid methylated spirit, a teapot, and some genuine English tea.”

“Marvellous,” said Harrison.

“I could have got some tinned milk there,” said Henry, with a final flourish, “but I knew you weren’t very keen on it.”

“Good,” said Harrison; “and what about a kettle?”

“I thought a saucepan might be better, sir,” answered Henry. “They boil more quickly.”

“Again you win, Henry,” said Harrison. “I’m thoroughly ashamed of myself for being such a poor detective in my own surroundings.”

“Will you have it now, sir?” asked Henry.

“Indeed I will,” was the answer, “and while you’re making all your preparations, I’ll tell you what has happened. I don’t think you need take any notes but I want you to listen.”

“Very good, sir,” replied Henry. “You will have to drink your tea out of a glass.”

“The tea keeps hotter that way, Henry,” answered Harrison, with a twinkle. “I wish I had a cigar.”

“They had some in the shop but I thought you wouldn’t like them, sir.”

“Quite right, too, Henry,” said Harrison; “a self-denying ordinance. I shall have to do without. Well, Henry, I went to the house and—now don’t drop the saucepan—I have talked with Mrs. Cross.”

“Mrs. Cross?”

“Yes, Henry, and there’s a little boy there whom they call Reggie Cross.”

“So it’s like ‘Happy Families’, sir.”

“It certainly isn’t, for she isn’t really Mrs. Cross, and the boy isn’t Reggie Cross.”

“If I may say so, sir,” said Henry, patiently, “you’re not making it very clear.”

“Sorry, Henry,” answered Harrison. “As a matter of fact it’s a pretty foul business. This house in the Avenue des Viguerres is obviously Cross’s headquarters. I should think they’re pretty important, from the criminal point of view. At any rate, Cross has gone to a great deal of trouble to camouflage it. He found the woman whom we must call Mrs. Cross— everybody here does—on the Riviera and got a hold over her. He discovered she had something in her past she wished to conceal—Reggie, as a matter of fact—and persuaded her, persuaded being a mild word in this instance, to come and keep house for him at Havre.”

“I suppose she had no option, sir?”

“None whatever,” replied Harrison. “He had discovered that she had a child in England so he very kindly brought the child, Reggie, over here to live with her in Havre. By that means he got a double hold over her.”

“The swine,” said Henry.

“Exactly what I said myself, Henry,” returned Harrison, “and by that means he made his camouflage complete. I had a long talk with a neighbour who happens to keep a grocer’s shop and knows all the gossip. Mrs. Cross, quite a charming Englishwoman who seems to have made herself very popular, lives quietly in a house in the Avenue des Viguerres with her little boy. Nothing suspicious about that, is there, Henry? Her husband, Mr. Cross, not nearly so popular, comes to Havre at intervals, mainly over the week-end. Quite natural for a business man, especially if he travels in something or other during the week. A number of friends come and call on him during the week-end. That might seem a little curious but not specially so. The grocer woman is sorry for the lonely life Mrs. Cross leads. She thinks Cross is a neglectful husband. But that is all. It is impossible to be suspicious of anything connected with Mrs. Cross—”

“Very clever, sir!”

“And believe me, Henry, that woman would have suspicions if she felt there was anything to justify them.”

“And the people who call, sir?”

“Mostly foreigners, Henry,” answered Harrison, “and they don’t all come again; in fact, a lot of them only appear once—to change their clothes.”

“Well, it beats me, sir,” said Henry.

“That’s very disappointing, Henry. I thought you might provide a solution. So really you don’t think there can be very much wrong—this charming English woman leading a retired life with her little boy.”

“I know you’re pulling my leg, sir,” answered Henry, “and you’ve got something in your mind. It seems to me as if Cross is doing something like those terrible things we heard of during the war, making a screen of the women and children so that he can advance safely behind it.”

“Well, it is something like that, Henry,” answered Harrison. “I don’t think we had better guess any more. We’ve done rather well during our short stay in Havre and we are getting a really thorough knowledge of a gentleman named Cross.”

The tea was now ready and while he drank with the greatest enjoyment Harrison studied the letter he had collected from the post office. He handed a photograph to Henry.

“Pretty good,” said Henry. “I feel almost proud of my own work.”

“It is very like him,” answered Harrison, studying the photograph carefully. “Congratulations, Henry. Murray is really almost excited about it—and, you know, it takes a lot to stir up his emotions.”

“May I ask what he says, sir?” said Henry.

“The man without a face,” mused Harrison, reading from the letter.

“The man without a face, sir,” said Henry. “Makes one think of the war again. Terrible to think about, sir.” He was silent for a moment and then he exclaimed excitedly, “Cross, that’s it, sir. The man without a face. It must be him, sir.”

“Murray hopes so, at any rate, Henry,” said Harrison. “That’s why he’s excited. They’ve been looking for him for some time now. The police call him ‘the man without a face’ because nobody seems to have been able to give a clear description of him. He has never been convicted, as far as they know; there are no photographs of him to be found and yet he is a distinctly well-known character and definitely ‘wanted’!”

“What for, sir?”

“Well, if it’s the same man, it seems to be nearly everything. Everything except murder, and I hope we shall be able to add that to the list. Confidence trick, on a big scale, swindling on the Atlantic run, dope, white slaves, a remarkable list, Henry. Some of the police at the ports could swear to the photograph and Murray says the actual name of Cross is not unfamiliar. A pretty big customer, Henry, an organiser on the international scale. Brains again, Henry. I’ve always told you that the clever criminal had organised the international system in a way to put to shame all our amateur politicians, and Havre is an important centre—maybe the important centre.”

“And what are you going to do, sir?”

“Call on him to-morrow morning, Henry,” answered Harrison, “and ask him to go back to England with me.”

“He won’t go.”

“Don’t be too certain, Henry.”

“You can’t take a risk like that, sir.”

“I must, Henry,” answered Harrison. “For a large number of reasons we’ve got to lay Mr. Cross by the heels. It is such an unpleasant piece of work that it is our moral duty. I don’t propose to take a great deal of risk. I shall go to the Avenue des Viguerres to-morrow morning and you will come with me. When I go inside you will watch the door. Make yourself scarce because Cross will come in soon after me. If Cross and I come out together you will know I have gained my point and that he is coming back to England with me. If Cross comes out alone you will follow him and, on any pretext—even if you have to fall on his neck—you will get the first policeman you see to arrest him. I know I can trust you, Henry.”

“You can, sir,” said Henry, feelingly, “if you can tell me honestly you’re not going into too much danger.”

“I can,” answered Harrison. “Cross is not a violent person. He employs other people for that sort of thing: Josephs and Skelofski. That type of person, you know. I shall be all right, Henry, and now we’ll do our best to forget things until half-past nine to-morrow morning.

Harrison finished his tea and soon the two of them were out again but this time to look around the town, putting all problems of crime and criminals entirely on one side. It was one of Harrison’s great assets that he could entirely forget a case if he wished to, and Henry envied him the faculty. Many questions came to Henry’s mind regarding Cross and his activities, questions which seemed to cry out for answer, but he knew that it would be of no avail to ask his master. Indeed Harrison almost like a genuine holder of a week-end ticket. He was extraordinarily light-hearted and wandered round sightseeing to such an extent that when the time came for them both to seek their beds Henry was not at all sorry and felt more physically tired than he had done for many a day.

They both slept soundly and felt thoroughly refreshed when the time came for them to set out for the Avenue des Viguerres. Harrison was not very talkative and continually hummed the same tune—a mixture of Puccini and Sullivan—over and over again. This was a sure sign to Henry that he was keyed up and, though he might not have been willing to admit it, that he was definitely somewhat excited about the adventure which the morning was to bring.

Again Harrison coached Henry in the part he was to play. “Only if he comes out alone,” said Harrison, emphatically, “you mustn’t make any move unless that happens; unless, of course, I seem to you to have been in the house too long. I leave it to you to fetch the police then. But give me time, Henry. Cross may have a great deal to say—and so may I.”

“I understand, sir,” said Henry.

“And Henry,” said Harrison, solemnly, as they walked towards the Avenue des Viguerres, “if you dare to allow me to come away again without a case full of cigars—well, something will happen to our friendship. One’s loyalty to one’s clients is pretty strained when one has to abstain to this extent.”

Henry fingered his pipe in his pocket and smiled to himself.

“I know what you’re thinking, Henry,” said Harrison. “I should do much better with a pipe. Away with your foul pieces of wood. I should have thought it was a very modest vice, Henry, but fate seems to have taken a rooted objection to my indulging.”

They soon reached the house and Harrison left Henry, with a few parting—and, as Henry thought, needless—reminders of his role. He knocked on the door and it was immediately opened by the woman who was called “Mrs. Cross.”

“Thank heavens you’ve come,” she said, letting him in and carefully closing the door. “Do you think it is going to be all right?”

“Of course it is,” answered Harrison.

“I’m terrified of that man,” she said, her voice trembling.

“I know,” replied Harrison, soothingly, “but you won’t have to be here much longer. Directly he comes you can get your outdoor things on and wait for me. Have you packed anything?”

“Yes, I have put some of Reggie’s things and of my own in a suitcase,” she said. “I thought that might be all we could take, something we could carry with us.”

“Very sensible, too,” said Harrison, approvingly.

He went into the sitting-room and looked out of the window. The street was empty and there was no sign whatever of Henry. He then looked at the mantelpiece and saw, with great pleasure, that the small boy had obeyed instructions and placed his treasured collection of cigarette pictures in neat little piles on it.

In a few moments there was the sound of a key in the front door. “Only just in time,” thought Harrison, and he nodded to the woman who went out into the hall.

“There’s a gentleman waiting for you,” he heard her say.

“Waiting, eh?” said a quietly unpleasant voice in return. “Been disobeying orders, have you? Don’t lie to me. I can see it in your face.”

There was a muffled shriek and Harrison knew that Cross had exacted some penalty from the woman. His blood boiled but he did not dare go outside and interfere.

“That’s a taste of what you’re going to get later,” said the voice, and Cross stepped angrily into the room to confront his unwelcome visitor. He paused for a moment but his composure did not seem in the least disturbed. His expressionless face seemed even more expressionless than ever and Harrison felt certain that Cross and “the man without a face” were identical.

“Good morning, Mr. Harrison,” said Cross, quite coolly.

“Come right in, Mr. Cross,” answered Harrison.

“I am greatly obliged,” said Cross.

“Only because I think it would be best if, for the moment, we had equal chances of reaching the door,” said Harrison, keeping both hands in his coat pockets.

“A good reason,” said Cross, coming well into the room and sitting down. Harrison did the same but still did not move his hands.

“And to what am I indebted for this early visit?” asked Cross.

“We parted rather hurriedly the last time we met, Mr. Cross,” answered Harrison, “and I regret to say you had made discussion rather difficult, rather one-sided, if I may put it that way. I thought it might be better if things were a bit more equal.”

“I am surprised you want to talk to me again,” said Cross.

“Not surprised that I want to, Mr. Cross,” answered Harrison, gently. “Surprised that I am able to. By the way, if you carry any firearms I must ask you to put them on the table here and I will do the same.”

“I wish I could oblige you, Mr. Harrison,” answered Cross, with a faint smile, “but can assure you I don’t carry any weapons at all. Why should I? I have no need of them.”

Harrison looked keenly at Cross for a moment and feeling convinced he was telling the truth, pulled his hands out of his pockets.

“You said you would do the same,” said Cross.

“I don’t carry them either,” answered Harrison.

“You’re very sure of yourself, aren’t you, Mr. Harrison?”

“Very. Are you?”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand,” was the reply. “I’m a busy man so I shall be obliged if you will tell me what you want.”

“I want you to come back to England with me,” said Harrison, quietly.

“Good,” answered Cross. “Very good. Do you think I am entitled to some reasons for it?”

“Of course,” said Harrison, blandly; “that’s why I called on you. First of all, though, I had better tell you that I am in touch with the Havre police and that an eye is already being kept on this house.”

“I know that,” answered Cross. “The man you call Henry is watching outside now.”

Harrison inwardly reproached Henry for not keeping himself better concealed.

“I know what you are thinking,” said Cross, “but it is not entirely Henry’s fault. Look in that mirror,” and he pointed to the sideboard which faced the mantelpiece and was therefore at right angles with the window. Harrison saw therein that Henry was standing looking in the grocer’s shop and occasionally glancing towards the villa.

“A little contrivance of my own,” said Cross, “based on the periscope principle, so that I can see well down the road without moving from my chair. It has occasionally proved quite useful.”

“I have no doubt of that,” answered Harrison. “An excellent idea. Now to explain to you why you should come back to England with me. I want to charge you with murder.”

“And why, Mr. Harrison?”

“Because the facts point to your having murdered Bamberger.”

“And the facts are?”

“I propose to put it very briefly, Mr. Cross, because you said you were a busy man,” answered Harrison. “Working with Miss Williams as an accomplice, you, who are known to quite a number of criminals as the ‘Head,’ arranged to murder Bamberger at Penstoke during the performance of a play which Miss Williams helped to organise. Josephs and Skelofski went down to prepare the ground while you held yourself in readiness for the final effort. Acting on Miss Williams’ information you hired a costume similar to that which Mr. William Marston was to wear. You arrived the night before the play and had an interview in the yard of the ‘Sun’ inn with Miss Williams—putting the finishing touches, I should say.”

“Excellent, Mr. Harrison,” said Cross. “I am enjoying myself greatly. What happened next?”

“You left the inn before anyone was about and drove to a gap in the hedge surrounding the Penstoke estate.”

“You suggest that I spent the whole morning waiting there?”

“Didn’t you?”

“It would have been very dreary, Mr. Harrison, wouldn’t it?”

“Well, in a way, that is rather immaterial,” answered Harrison. “The next fact is that you were at that particular gap when this open-air play started—all ready with your costume and life-preserver.”

“Do you mind if I smoke?” asked Cross, inconsequentially. Harrison was quietly amused. Could it be an association of ideas working unrecognised in Cross’s mind that he suggested smoking at the point of the story where he had himself smoked for some time while waiting to play his art?

Cross pulled out a cigarette-case and was extracting one for himself when he apologised politely and offered the case to Harrison. It was lucky that Henry was not present, for the pleasure with which Harrison took a cigarette and lit it. Henry knew Harrison’s aversion to smoking anything but cigars.

“Sorry,” said Cross, puffing serenely, “will you go on?”

“Having worked everything out to time,” continued Harrison, “you waited until you were certain that Miss Williams was effectively detaining Mr. Marston and then you slipped in and took his place as the king’s cook. Under Miss Williams’ coaching you knew exactly the part you had to play. When the time came to hit Sir Jeremiah Bamberger on the head with your spoon, you split his skull with a life-preserver or something similar. Then it was easy for you to get clear away, even before it was discovered that there was anything wrong.”

“Anything more?” asked Cross, rather insolently.

“One could fill in the outline with a description of how, with great attention to detail, you took the place of Mr. Spoker’s assistant at the costume shop. You did that personally, didn’t you?”

“Go on,” was the reply.

“And how you bought Finney and had others buy the chauffeur at Penstoke. Very elaborate, Mr. Cross, and very carefully worked out.”

“Very elaborate indeed,” said Cross, with emphasis. “Your ingenuity is remarkable, Mr. Harrison, but you have forgotten one rather important point—why on earth should I want to murder Sir Jeremiah Bamberger? I don’t think we had ever even met each other?”

“That may be so,” answered Harrison. “He may not even have known your name, but he knew too much about yourself and your organisation. I hadn’t forgotten, Mr. Cross, but I thought ‘how’ had better come before ‘why’!”

“My organisation?” asked Cross.

“Yes,” replied Harrison. “Bamberger was originally a Czechoslovakian and he was very keen on his native country. He discovered that there was some organisation that was doing his country incalculable harm. Not only were undesirable fellow-countrymen getting into England with dope and other vile merchandise to sell, but girls of his own nationality were being sold in various overseas markets as a result of its activities. That was your organisation. Of course he didn’t know as much as the police of other sides of your activities?”

“No?”

“He could have no knowledge of the complete system of international swindling that you were carrying out. The police knew this and attributed it to a man they couldn’t trap, a man they called ‘the man without a face’.”

“A very good name, too. Mr. Harrison,” said Cross; “but even if Sir Jeremiah had found out all you say he did, I still fail to see that any jury would be convinced that this was a good motive for murder!”

“Any jury, you say, Mr. Cross?”

“Of course, Mr. Harrison, surely evidence that will convince me must be the kind of evidence that would convince a jury.”

“Quite right,” answered Harrison. “Something more was needed—Sir Jeremiah had discovered this address.”

“I guessed that was it,” said Cross, “and you found it?”

“I did,” answered Harrison. “There was motive enough; for once this address was known the game was up for some time to come. It was therefore necessary to put the man who knew something about G.H.Q. out of the way, and also, I suppose, the man who told him?”

“It seems obvious,” answered Cross.

“What happened to that poor devil?” asked Harrison.

“What does happen to any number of poor devils in England,” said Cross. “They just vanish. They have no friends. Nobody asks about them. They disappear. Especially if they are poor foreign devils, into the bargain. Sometimes their bodies aren’t even found.”

“The organisation worked pretty effectively, I can see that,” said Harrison. “Now, how much more do you want?”

“There’s no need to hurry things, Mr. Harrison,” answered Cross, quietly. “You have found a motive; that’s important, of course, and very clever of you. Indeed, I think I may say that Miss Williams acted against my judgment in having you mixed up with the business at all and I was very foolish to give way to her. She seemed to have a bee in her bonnet about you.”

“Why?”

“Well, quite honestly, she was a bit frightened about you. Have you had anything to do with her before?”

“It is possible,” said Harrison, with a smile.

“At any rate, her idea—and it sounded quite plausible at the time—was to have you about the place, so to speak, so that we should know what you were up to.”

“Rather dangerous, I should have thought?”

“Well, she was convinced that it was better in England than not knowing what you were up to. She was convinced, you see, that you would be up to something and now I know you I am not surprised.”

“Thank you,” said Harrison.

“But she failed,” said Cross, lighting another cigarette, “and failures are not allowed in our organisation.”

“I can believe that,” said Harrison. “She guaranteed to keep me quiet.”

“Something like that,” answered Cross, “and she hadn’t reckoned on the flashlight. That was cleverer than anything she had thought of.”

“So you parted company?” asked Harrison.

“The usual result of failure,” answered Cross. “I couldn’t trust her after that.”

“Curious,” said Harrison. “I thought she was pretty bright.”

“A very able woman,” answered Cross, judicially, “but she failed. We have to take so many risks with people like yourself, Mr. Harrison, that we can’t take them with our own employees. Miss Williams did a lot of good work but that is a thing of the past.”

“You really regard your—what shall I call them—operations as a kind of business, then?” asked Harrison.

“Of course,” answered Cross. “Why not?”

“When it involves murder?”

“A business man gets rid of his rival in his own way.”

“But society still objects to murder,” said Harrison.

“And you represent society; that is what you mean?” queried Cross.

“Precisely,” answered Harrison.

“Then I’m afraid I can’t help you,” said Cross, decisively. “You asked me what more I wanted and I will put things in this way. You can get me arrested in Havre, I know that, and it is not going to be comfortable, but I can tell you, quite frankly, I have ways and means of my own of getting out of things like that.”

“Not if it’s a question of extradition,” said Harrison.

“I was coming to that,” answered Cross. “If you had anything you could pin down to me in England, it might be different, but a good motive and an imaginative story are not enough to satisfy the French authorities. You may be near the truth, who knows, but it is all guesswork. Better leave it alone, Mr. Harrison.”

“But if I have proofs?”

“Be sensible, Mr. Harrison,” said Cross; “we understand each other quite well. You have proved your case to your own satisfaction. Don’t spoil it by going too far and making a fool of yourself.”

“But if I have proofs?” repeated Harrison.

“What are they?” asked Cross, and for the first time a shade of apprehension went across his face.

“Three,” answered Harrison, “first of all this cigarette you so kindly gave me.” He held up the half-finished stump. “It is of a peculiar brand called ‘Little Slam.’ Not everybody likes them, but when one gets used to them I expect one smokes nothing else. The person who stood waiting to take Mr. William Marston’s place at Penstoke smoked ‘Little Slam’ cigarettes to pass the time and even threw away the empty packet.”

“Coincidence,” said Cross with great composure, but Harrison could see the muscles working in his cheeks.

“Possibly,” answered Harrison, putting the cigarette end carefully in his waistcoat pocket, “the second piece of evidence is a photograph of ‘the man without a face’.”

“A photograph?” said Cross, in a surprised tone.

“Yes,” replied Harrison. “I gather you made short work of the camera which was produced on the night of the flashlight and your object was obvious, but fortunately the expose plates had been removed in time. Here is the result,” and he handed the photograph to the astonished man.

Cross took the photograph mechanically and looked at it without a word.

“Not only is this a photograph of ‘the man without a face’,” continued Harrison, “but it is also identifiable as that of the man who took the place of Mr. Spoker’s assistant, borrowed a costume exactly like that to be worn by Mr. Marston and replaced it after the murder in a soiled condition.”

The spring had gone out of Cross’s attitude altogether. He began to look haggard and his eyes searched uneasily round the room.

“And what is your third wonderful proof?” he asked, in a low tone, with a pitiful effort at bravado.

“One which will clinch the other two,” said Harrison, going to the mantelpiece. He looked along the little piles of cigarette pictures and selected a small heap. These he took to a little table by the window and spread carefully in a line, leaving a space empty.

“The makers of ‘Little Slam’ cigarettes are still old-fashioned enough to issue sets of cigarette cards of the old type,” said Harrison. “They have different series, and this particular one is a collection of twenty-four portraits of famous British admirals. There are twenty-three here, you see; one is missing.”

“I don’t understand,” said Cross, hoarsely.

“A cigarette card was found in the pocket of the soiled cook’s costume,” said Harrison, “put here by the murderer of Sir Jeremiah Bamberger. Here it is.” Harrison produced a card from his pocket and Cross looked at it with fascinated eyes. “It is the card that is needed to complete this particular set—No. 17—Admiral Benbow,” and he put it down in the vacant space.




Chapter XXII

Mrs. Clay Harrison

The colour left Cross’s face and, in that moment, Harrison had a glimpse of the real man. The impassive mask was now covered with deep lines and a definite Teutonic cast of face was to be seen. If a photographer been able to catch him at this moment, the police description of “the man without a face” would no longer have held good. Instead of the vague, nondescript effect for which he had stood so long, Cross became an easily identifiable individual, with a suggestion of keen intelligence, if somewhat sinister. Harrison had the feeling, which he had had with so many of his opponents, that here was an outstanding type, of which there are already too few in the world, which had, unluckily for the rest of humanity and, in the end, for itself, wandered along the wrong road.

But this was only a temporary glimpse. The neutral features, which Cross must have cultivated for years as a younger man to bring to their present effectiveness, soon returned. It must have been a gigantic struggle to regain that surface calm but Cross was able to do it.

“Very neat, Mr. Harrison,” he said, “and now?”

“You come back to England with me,” said Harrison. “If you go to jail here you will have to come to England eventually. I promise you that. You won’t be able to get out of it, so you had far better come at once.”

“And there is no alternative?” said Cross.

Harrison looked at him intently and said slowly, “I hope not.”

“Never trust to hope, Mr. Harrison,” said Cross, jumping up quickly; “good-bye,” and with lightning speed he had dashed out of the room.

Harrison half expected this move and, instead of following Cross at once, he turned to the mirror where he could see what was happening in the street. Henry was watchfully on guard and Harrison waited for him to move, which would have been a sign that Cross had come out of the house. But Henry stood his ground solemnly and seemed to observe no sign of anything unusual at the villa.

Harrison moved towards the door very cautiously and, when doing so, thought he heard a faint click like the unlocking of a door. “Gone to his own room,” thought Harrison. “I wonder if he has any weapon up there. If he has I should be foolish to go outside. I don’t want to form an easy target for him. I may have to call Henry.”

Again he thought he heard the click. “I wonder if he has locked himself in,” he mused. “Still a key may be turned on both sides of the door and he may be coming down again. I must be careful.”

Very quietly he shut the door of the sitting-room and wedged a chair under the handle. He was making for the window with the idea of attracting Henry’s attention when there was a crash in the room above him like the sound of a heavy body falling and the whole house seemed to shake with the shock.

A moment after the handle of the door was turned and somebody tried to push it open.

“Who’s there?” called Harrison.

“It’s me,” said a woman’s voice. “Open the door, please, Mr. Harrison.” Harrison went across to the door and quickly threw it open. Outside was standing “Mrs. Cross”, a little boy with a very frightened face, holding tightly to her hand. They were both dressed ready to go out.

“Did you hear that?” she asked.

“Of course I did,” answered Harrison.

“I think something awful has happened,” said the woman.

“Are you going up to see?”

Harrison thought for a moment and the strange silence of the house seemed to grip them all.

“Did he lock himself in?” he asked.

“Yes,” said the woman, “I watched from down here. I think he’s—” She looked down at the little boy and stopped. Harrison nodded.

“I’ll find out,” he said, and ran up the stairs. The door was certainly locked.

“Cross,” called Harrison, turning the handle. There was no reply and the silence seemed even more ominous.

Harrison called again and the name seemed to echo in futile fashion round the house.

He pressed his shoulder to the door and, holding on to the handle, gave a terrific lunge. The door yielded slightly but the lock held. Another push and then another, with all his weight, and finally the door broke inwards.

With the quickness of one realising the great danger he was risking, Harrison pushed open the door and stood flat against the wall of the landing so as to be out of range of any stray bullet which Cross might fire if he had found any firearms. As he stood there he could see into the middle of the room and he realised that there was no danger to fear, for Cross was lying in a heap on the floor with a small glass still clutched in his outstretched hand.

As he went into the room, Harrison sniffed. There was no doubt of the very faint tell-tale smell of prussic acid. Cross’s good-bye had had more meaning in it than he had realised.

Cross was dead, there was no doubt of that, dead in the room which supplied all the evidence of his criminal career. Practically the whole of the wall space, except for one long cupboard, was fitted as a kind of wardrobe. On hangers were every variety of men’s clothes from the most immaculate evening dress to those of the poorest artisan type. Under each suit were the shoes appropriate to it, while on a shelf above were hat, tie, socks, and any other accessories which might be needed. The whole thing was perfectly arranged. Cross had been thorough indeed. The organisation certainly was there.

Harrison opened the cupboard and there again was the orderliness which characterised the rest of the room. The shelves were filled with large jars of every variety of contra-band drug, all carefully labelled, and with them was a chemist’s balance, so that they could obviously be sold in a business-like manner.

“What a waste of first-class material,” thought Harrison, closing the cupboard door.

The woman was standing at the bottom of the stairs, holding the boy’s hand, as Harrison came down again.

“Well?” she said.

“As you thought,” answered Harrison.

“I must see him,” said the woman.

“I’d advise you not to,” replied Harrison.

“You don’t understand,” she said, firmly. “I must see him like that.”

Harrison looked at the woman and saw that this was no morbid craving but a cold desire to see the end of the man who had ill-treated her. She would not gloat when she went into that room upstairs but she would be eternally satisfied.

“Stay with this gentleman just one minute, Reggie,” she said to the boy. “Mother will be down again directly.” The little boy looked at Harrison and, confident in the smile that greeted him, gave up his mother’s hand and took hold of Harrison’s. So the two stood, hand in hand, at the bottom of the stairs while the woman known as Mrs. Cross went to take her last look at the dead man.

As the woman again reached the head of the stairs her face radiating a look of intense relief, there was a peremptory knock on the front door and the relief faded at once, giving place to the old terror.

“My God,” she said.

“Hush,” said Harrison; “don’t make a noise. It may be nothing. A neighbour who heard the noise coming to ask what happened or someone like that. We can soon deal with them.”

“But if it’s one of his friends?” asked the woman, fear-stricken.

“We can deal with that, too,” said Harrison, almost in a whisper. “Come down quietly and we’ll see.”

The woman crept downstairs and they both tiptoed into the sitting-room where Harrison looked into the ingenious mirror to see if the front door was covered by it. Cross had worked out his system very effectively for Harrison was able to see quite clearly a man standing on the doorstep.

“Do you recognise him?” Harrison said to the woman, pointing to the mirror.

She nearly shrieked again but regained control of herself and answered, “Yes, he’s one of them. He has been here regularly.”

The knocker sounded on the front door again.

“Very well,” said Harrison, “you’d better answer it and tell him to come again to-morrow.”

“To-morrow?”

“Yes,” said Harrison. “Don’t give him time to knock again or the neighbours will start getting excited.”

The woman went to the door and a gruff voice demanded Mr. Cross.

“He’s not in,” was the reply.

“He must be in,” came the voice. “He has always been here before.”

“I tell you he’s not in,” said the woman.

“That’s very queer,” answered the voice. “I must see him. I’ll come in and wait.”

“You can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Mr. Cross has told me not to let anybody do that.”

“I’m going to,” said the gruff voice, decisively.

Harrison listened hard as to what would happen next and was greatly relieved when he heard the woman’s voice say firmly and clearly, “You’re not going to disobey Mr. Cross’s orders.”

There was a pause and then the voice said, grudgingly, “All right. If Cross said so I suppose he must have this way. Has he been here at all yet?”

There was another pause and then the woman answered, “No, he hasn’t come yet. He won’t be here till to-morrow morning. I had a telegram.”

“All right,” said the voice. “It’s queer, all the same; he’s never missed an appointment before. I’ll come again to-morrow.”

The door closed and in the mirror Harrison watched the stranger go down the street. He noticed that Henry looked at him very suspiciously as he passed but did not leave his post.

The woman came back to Harrison, trembling. “Excellent,” said Harrison. “Now if we’re all ready to go we’d better do so before there are any more callers.”

The woman looked gratefully at him and collected a small suitcase from some nether region. She took Reggie’s hand again and made for the front door. Harrison looked around the sitting-room and, picking up the representation of Admiral Benbow, slipped it in his pocket.

The front door closed carefully; they made their way quickly down the street to Henry. Harrison wondered whether his gossiping friend at the grocer’s shop had noticed their retreat. She seemed to notice everything and it might complicate things a little if she started to grow too inquisitive, but that was a risk which had to be taken.

Henry’s smile was supernaturally broad when he saw his master appearing safe and sound, and he hurried forward to greet them.

“All right, sir?” he asked.

“I suppose so, Henry,” answered Harrison, “but not quite what I intended. Still I’ll explain it all at the hotel.” He turned to the woman. “I’m so sorry; may I introduce Henry to you. Henry is one of the best friends any man—or woman—could hope to have.”

“Very pleased to meet you,” said Henry, looking at the boy as well, “Mrs.—” He turned to his master for enlightenment.

“Mrs. Clay Harrison, of course,” said Harrison.

Henry and the woman both opened their mouths to protest.

“And this,” continued Harrison, with a smile at the little boy, “is Reggie Harrison. You won’t forget your name, will you?”

The boy looked at Harrison as if it was impossible for him to do anything wrong. Idolatry was in his eyes as he said, “No, sir. Reggie Harrison.”

“But, sir—” started Henry.

“Don’t argue, Henry,” said Harrison; “you’ll have to use the name for a little while so you had better get used to it.”

“But I can’t, sir,” exclaimed the woman.

“You must trust me,” said Harrison. “It may be unnecessary but I think it’s the best thing to do.”

Henry knew by Harrison’s tone that argument was out of the question and remained silent.

“Now we’ll all get back to the hotel,” continued Harrison, “and we’ll lie low there until the boat goes to-night. It’s a long wait but we can’t help that, and I’m sure you, Henry, will do your best to make Reggie as happy as possible.” Henry smiled and, as they moved on, he turned to the woman with the most courtly air and said, “You must let me carry your case, Mrs. Harrison.”




Chapter XXIII

Miss Williams Tries Again

The day passed quickly at the Pension du Paradis and the proprietor was discretion completely regarding “Mrs. Harrison” and Reggie. He took them in the normal course of a day’s work. Life held no surprises for him. His pension meant everything to him, and if a very respectable person like Clay Harrison obviously was—his money undoubtedly was quite satisfactory—chose to produce a wife and child from nowhere, what was there to grumble about? It might be very foolish but the English were foolish by nature over their sentimental relationships, and who was he to set himself up as their judge?

Henry and Reggie became firm friends and found a large number of interests in common while the woman sat silent all day in the reaction of the sudden change in her life. Harrison spent most of his time getting together his notes and bemoaning the absence of suitable cigars.

After an excellent dinner Harrison explained to Henry that he thought it would be best for the woman and child to be escorted by him to the boat and Harrison would follow later. Henry could have a word with the steward and obtain a cabin while Harrison would come a little later with the general crowd of passengers.

“You see, Henry,” he said, “I have been under cover all day, and I want to be able to come down slowly and keep my eyes open. I might hear something of the business on the Avenue des Viguerres—”

“Yes, sir,” said Henry, doubtfully.

“And also, somebody may be looking for me, and it is easier for one person to dodge than four. You never know what may still be in store for us in Havre.”

“If it’s any danger, sir,” said Henry, decisively, “I’m not going to leave you.”

“I don’t think there is any danger,” said Harrison, “but if there is, I’m not going to expose that woman and child to it, and they can’t look after themselves, Henry. That’s up to you. Here are the two spare tickets. Get a taxicab and take them on board as soon as you can. That’s the safest thing to do.”

Henry still looked doubtful but knew it was impossible to argue and had soon left the pension with his charges.

Harrison followed leisurely. He bought the local evening paper but could find nothing alarming in it. As he walked down to the quay he kept continually on the alert to see whether he was being followed, but everything seemed quiet.

Havre was going about its Sunday evening quite contentedly and seemed to care little for Harrison, Cross, or anyone else.

He was just passing a not overclean cafe on the quayside when suddenly the door was flung open and a woman rushed out of it followed by two men. Harrison stepped aside to let her pass but the woman came straight up to him and clutched him tightly, shouting volubly in French.

Harrison gathered that the woman wanted money and wished him to pay her what he owed. He explained that it was a mistake and tried to disentangle himself.

The woman was dressed in a depressingly tawdry costume and left no doubt as to her occupation. Again she screamed and Harrison began to become slightly worried at the turn of events. This might be a usual method of extorting money from the English but it did not appeal to him. A few by-standers were starting to take an interest in the proceedings and the woman’s two men friends glowered fiercely, so he pushed the woman away from him with a greater effort. To his surprise she slipped away from him at once. The top part of her coarse dress was ripped down and a gleaming white shoulder was exposed. The woman then crashed to the ground as if Harrison had dealt her a blow, and lay still for a moment.

The two men moved forward and Harrison thought that it would be more discreet if not dignified to run for the ship. But the men only picked up the woman and started supporting her to the café from which she had appeared. Her flow of French started again, and as the café door was reached she moved towards Harrison and hurled a last threat. This was the first time Harrison had really been able to see her face—it had been half hidden as she clung to him.

The scene being finished, the bystanders started to move away, some of them being unable to restrain their feelings and saying aloud what their private opinion of Harrison might be. But even then their judgment was not entirely unanimous and Harrison made his way to the boat without any interference.

Henry was waiting for him at the gangway.

“Anything wrong, sir?” he said.

“Rather a hasty experience, Henry,” answered Harrison.

“I didn’t want you to come alone, sir,” said Henry, reprovingly.

“I’m glad I did,” said Harrison, and explained what had happened.

“It sounds a usual trick,” said Henry.

“Then why let me go?” asked Harrison.

“I suppose you stuck your ground too firmly, sir,” said Henry.

“Thank you, Henry,” answered Harrison, “but that’s not good enough. It was carefully staged. The woman came for me because I was Clay Harrison—”

“No, sir?”

“She tore her dress deliberately, I saw that, so as to give the impression that I was brutally ill-treating her and then she fell as if I had struck her. A good fall, Henry, very impressive.”

“A good way to frighten money out of you, sir.”

“But that was all, Henry,” said Harrison. “She stopped there and went back into the cafe and it was only then I was able to see who she was.”

“Who she was, sir?” asked Henry.

“Yes, Henry,” answered Harrison. “It was Helen Williams.”

“My glory, sir,” exclaimed Henry; “in that costume?”

“Costume doesn’t matter, Henry,” replied Harrison. “She had carefully planned it all. She might have been watching somewhere near the Avenue des Viguerres to-day. She daren’t call there, luckily for us, because she was in Cross’s bad books, but she intended to get back on me somehow and this is part of her scheme. I rather guess what it is, Henry, but, believe me, we’re not out of the wood yet.”

“I don’t see what she can do now, sir!” said Henry.

“Think it over then, Henry,” said Harrison, cheerfully. “Now what about Mrs. Clay and Reggie? I trust you remembered to get the cabin in those names, Henry. I forgot to mention it when you left.”

“Of course I did, sir,” said Henry. “I knew that was what you wanted. They’re all right, sir. I’ve settled them down comfortably and told them not to move until you tell them to.”

“Good,” answered Harrison; “now we’ll see who’s coming aboard.”

By this time a fair number of passengers were arriving and Harrison and Henry leaned over the rail watching them.

“Look, sir,” said Henry, pointing across the roadway, “quite a procession.” Henry’s description was roughly correct, for marching to the gangway were what appeared to be a high police official, followed by two policemen, then a woman walking alone, followed in her turn by two rather evil-looking and shabbily-dressed men.

“The next move in Miss Williams’ little plan,” said Harrison.

“Do you mean to say that’s Miss Williams, sir?” asked Henry.

“Undoubtedly.”

“Good heavens, what clothes,” said Henry.

By this time the procession had reached the gangway and the police official had a solemn conference with the man on duty. He was then motioned on board and the procession moved forward in single file. As it reformed on the deck Harrison stepped into full view of an overhanging light and the woman dashed forward, caught the police official by the arm and exclaimed, pointing to Harrison, “There he is, that’s the man, the swindler.”

With the light full upon her as well there was no doubt that the woman was Miss Williams. Her hair was bedraggled and her face plastered with powder and paint, looking, into the bargain, not over-clean, while her clothes justified Henry’s exclamation. Still, through it all there showed to Harrison the vivid personality of the woman, Helen Williams, who, with true fighting spirit, despite her recent failure, would not admit defeat.

“I want a word with you,” said the police official gruffly to Harrison.

“Possibly a more sheltered part of the deck—” suggested Harrison.

“As you wish,” was the reply. “Come along,” he said, equally gruffly, to Miss Williams, and the party trooped up to the bow of the ship. Harrison led, followed by the police official and Miss Williams, then came the two policemen and the rear was brought up by Henry and the other two men, making an incongruous trio.

“And what do you want, Miss Williams?” asked Harrison, blandly.

“Listen to him,” she cried in French, and excellent French at that, to the official. “He insults me, an honest woman of Havre, by calling me an abominable English name. I demand justice.”

“Silence, woman,” said the official; “justice shall be done!”

“Thank you, sir,” answered Miss Williams, in a humble voice.

“Tell your story,” said the official.

“It is the story I told you this afternoon at your office,” she started, her voice gathering vehemence as she continued.

“He comes to me as any English visitor might. He says he is an English gentleman and his name is Smith. I know these English gentlemen who are named Smith. English gentleman, indeed; observe his clothes—” Harrison felt acutely conscious, almost for the first time, that he was not cutting an attractive figure in the kindly sergeant’s clothes.

“Never mind his clothes,” said the official abruptly, “continue your story.”

“Your pardon, sir; I was carried away,” she answered. “Then he goes away not only without paying me my just money but having stolen some from my room into the bargain. As I told you, sir.”

“Yes, yes, you told me,” was the curt reply. “What next?”

“I was certain he was going back to his accursed country by this boat so I asked you to come and help me, and you, in your great generosity, said you would. But that is not all. As he comes to the ship to-night I recognise him and ask for my money. What does he do? He abuses me, strikes me and throws me to the ground. See, he has torn my dress.” She pointed to her shoulder and Harrison saw that the rent had been gathered together with a single safety-pin; casually it might be, but Harrison thought a certain amount of artistic effort had been exerted, for the flesh of the bare shoulder was visible at intervals and certainly seemed mute evidence of his brutal attack.

“I have witnesses,” cried Miss Williams triumphantly, and motioned to the two evil-looking men whom Harrison recognised as having been her attendants during the earlier scene.

“This is the man who beat me so cruelly?” she asked. They looked furtively at Harrison, nodded an affirmative and slipped back into their obscurity.

“That is enough, isn’t it?” she asked the official.

“What have you to say?” the official asked Harrison.

“Nothing at all,” was the answer.

“But that is impossible,” said the official, obviously troubled by his task. “You have heard what the woman said. Are you willing to make reparation?”

“I will not accept his money now,” screamed Miss Williams. “He assaulted me. He must be punished.”

“Silence, woman,” said the official angrily. “Will you make reparation; pay her the money and something for the damaged dress?”

“Not a sou,” answered Harrison.

“There, he is a swindler,” said Miss Williams, triumphantly.

“You realise it is my duty to arrest you and put you in prison?” asked the police official.

“I do,” said Harrison.

The police official signalled to his men, but before they could touch him Harrison called out, “Stop; do you realise what you are doing?”

“What do you mean?” asked the official.

“You are arresting an Englishman on a trumped-up charge and, when the facts are proved, your government will dismiss you.”

The police official mentally scratched his head.

“Do you believe him,” cried Miss Williams. “He is a swindler. He is deceiving you.”

“That woman,” said Harrison, pointing to her, “is called Williams. She no more belongs to Havre than I do.”

“Lies, lies,” cried Miss Williams; “I am well-known here. If you do not do your duty I will make Havre so hot for you that you will be sorry you ever dared deny justice.”

“Silence, woman,” said the official, but he was obviously greatly impressed. “I give you one more chance to pay,” he continued, turning to Harrison.

“You are very courteous,” was the reply, “but I still say ‘not a sou’!”

“Then I regret that I must ask you to come with me,” said the official, decisively.

“You would take me by force?” asked Harrison.

“If necessary,” said the official, “but I hope it will not be necessary.”

“I think this has gone far enough,” said Harrison, sternly, looking at Miss Williams. “A legitimate mistake would be excusable but this—” He paused. “Before you go any farther I think you had better glance at my card.”

He took a case from his pocket and handed a card therefrom to the police official while Miss Williams smiled as if at the futility of such a manoeuvre.

The police official read the name and his manner immediately changed. “Mr. Harrison,” he exclaimed, and Miss Williams looked apprehensively at him and she heard the new inflection in his voice. “Mr. Clay Harrison, the English detective, but Scotland Yard has told me you would be here.”

“Exactly,” said Harrison.

“But surely there is some very grave mistake,” said the police official, turning round to Helen Williams. She looked from him to Harrison for one moment and then, as quick as lightning, she ran to the far side of the vessel. With the agility of a cat she had climbed over the rail before anyone could stop her and, without even a look back, she jumped into the water.

Harrison and the police official followed but nothing could be seen in the black oily-looking waters. Meanwhile the two men who had appeared as expert witnesses had simultaneously made a dash for the gangway. Fighting their way past oncoming passengers they reached the quayside with the two policemen well in their wake.

“She will not drown, Mr. Harrison,” said the police official. “People like that are not born to drown.”

“You think she will get to the dock side?” asked Harrison.

“Undoubtedly,” answered the official, “and we shall never find her and she will go on doing mischief. It is a pity, but I must offer a thousand apologies to you, Mr. Harrison—”

“Not at all.”

“But what a mistake to make.”

“It shows how effectively my clothes deceived people.”

“But I am desolated,” said the official, producing a card in his turn. “I am Berthay. Henri Berthay, and I am trusted in Havre. A difficult city to police—”

“I realise that, M. Berthay,” said Harrison.

“I do not excuse myself; that is impossible,” said M. Berthay, “but my action is reasonable. We have had many complaints of these what you call ‘trippers.’ They go without paying their debts and it is a great nuisance. I do not like it. It does not make for order in Havre, and it is always the humbler ones who suffer and they become discontented. I must not forget that I am a policeman, you see—”

“Quite.”

“—And also they will not allow me,” M. Berthay laughed, “so this afternoon this woman comes to my office in the city and she complains so bitterly that I think I myself, Berthay, must this time take notice. She is clever the way she explains her case. She demands justice and I feel I must give it to her. She says you will be going by this boat and I arrange to meet her and question you. If I make one example, I think, affairs will improve. I was foolish in my vanity, for you, Harrison, were the example I tried to make. The woman tricked me and I was simple enough not to realise it.”

“Don’t be too hard on yourself, M. Berthay,” said Harrison. “She is a very remarkable woman, an international criminal of the first order, and you could have had no idea what you were up against.”

“You surprise me, Mr. Harrison,” was the reply, “and yet you do not, for she was plotting against you; I see that, and you were over here in connection with her.”

“Not quite,” answered Harrison, “but it is near the truth.” He stopped short because from where they stood they could again see a commotion on the gangway. Two policemen had come up and were talking to the attendant. At first he thought they must be the two who had gone off in pursuit and that they had come back to report. But it was obvious that they did not know where M. Berthay was, for the official of the ship waved them on and seemed to be telling them to go and find him.

“This is very curious,” said M. Berthay, going to meet the policemen. “You will excuse me, Mr. Harrison?” Harrison nodded and then turned to Henry.

“I don’t quite like the look of things,” said Harrison. “Let’s go along to the cabin.”

“What’s the matter, sir?”

“Those policemen have brought some urgent news for M. Berthay.”

“Well, sir?”

“There is enough news in the Avenue des Viguerres, Henry.”

“But they don’t connect you with it, sir,” said Henry, “so what can happen.”

“Anything,” answered Harrison.

Henry pointed out the cabin and Harrison knocked at the door. It was immediately opened by the woman. Reggie was lying sleeping in his clothes on a bunk.

“I don’t know how to thank you, Mr. Harrison,” said the woman, looking gratefully at him.

“You hadn’t better start,” said Harrison, with a grim smile; “there won’t be time. I will tell you what I really want you to do. Undress Reggie as far as you can and tuck him up in a bunk and then do the same yourself. Do it as quickly as you can. I can’t explain now how important it is.”

“Of course I will, Mr. Harrison,” said the woman.

“And don’t forget your name,” added Harrison, as the door closed again. “Now we’ll wait here and see if I am right. If I’m not, we shall be lucky. If I am, I’ve done everything I could.”

Henry looked at him in a bewildered manner but deemed it wise not to comment.

Not long afterwards M. Berthay appeared and seemed to be methodically examining each cabin. “I was right, Henry,” whispered Harrison, when he saw the police official. “Keep your eyes open.”

When Berthay saw Harrison he came towards him with a serious look on his face.

“A singular affair they came to tell me about,” he said. “A man has been found poisoned in a good street in the city—not a usual place for violent death. One expects it by the quay but not there.”

“May I ask where, M. Berthay?”

“In the Avenue des Viguerres,” answered Berthay.

“Oh,” said Harrison in a tone which suggested he had not been enlightened.

“You would not know it,” said Berthay. “The visitor does not go there. A woman living near noticed that many people called there during the day and were disappointed of an answer. That was so unusual to her that at last, when one caller had nearly deafened the neighbourhood with his efforts she felt there must be something wrong and told one of my men about it. He broke in the door and found a man lying poisoned inside the house.”

“But that is not very singular?” queried Harrison.

“True, Harrison,” answered M. Berthay, “but there lived in the house with the man, so says the neighbour, a woman who certainly was English and they had a small son. Now the woman and the boy have vanished. The neighbour says she thought she saw them leave the house this morning with a suspicious stranger, but she would not swear to that. But they are gone, of that there is no doubt, and what would an English woman do but take to the ship.”

“That is a very fair assumption,” said Harrison, cordially.

“I thought you would agree with me, Mr. Harrison,” answered M. Berthay, beaming. “It is gratifying. So I am searching the ship. My men are looking in the other classes where I may say I expect to find her, and I myself am making a purely formal search, to save time, of the first class. Is that your cabin, Mr. Harrison?”

“Yes,” answered Harrison. “You may look inside but do it quietly for Mrs. Harrison may be asleep.”

“Mrs. Harrison?”

“Yes,” was the reply. “As I was coming over on business I thought she and the boy might take advantage of it and spend a pleasant week-end with me.”

“Very wise,” said M. Berthay. “I hate to worry her, Mr. Harrison, but I think I ought to look in. It is my duty, you see.”

“Why, certainly,” said Harrison.

M. Berthay opened the door gently and, in the half-light two forms could be seen in the bunks. He looked quickly round the cabin while the woman sat up in her bunk, sleepily, and puzzled at the intrusion.

“It’s all right, my dear,” said Harrison.

“A thousand apologies, Madame Harrison,” said Berthay. “It could not be avoided.”

The woman smiled pleasantly but did not speak, and Berthay closed the door.

“Only one other point, Mr. Harrison,” said Berthay. “I must just see your passport. I am certain they are all right but I must show no favour.”

“Of course not,” said Harrison, with a twinkling eye. “Henry there and I have passports while my wife and the boy had week-end tickets. Give them to M. Berthay, Henry—That is quite in order, isn’t it?”

M. Berthay took the passports and tickets and studied them perfunctorily. Then he returned them.

“Quite, Mr. Harrison,” he said, and then added slowly, “and what do you know yourself about the Avenue des Viguerres, Mr. Harrison?”

“Nothing, I assure you, M. Berthay,” said Harrison, calmly.

“It is best to know nothing, Mr. Harrison,” answered M. Berthay. “Had you known anything I should have had to ask you, your wife and son—not forgetting Mr. Henry—to stay in Havre instead of returning to England. But that I do not propose to do. You know nothing. But,” he added, “suppose I asked your advice?”

“Well?” said Harrison.

“Suppose you put yourself in my place for a moment, Mr. Harrison, what would you think about the house in the Avenue des Viguerres?”

Harrison smiled broadly and answered, “If you put it that way, M. Berthay, as one detective to another, my feeling would be this. That house is the headquarters of a dangerous gang of international criminals. If your men were posted outside to-morrow morning they would make an exceedingly important catch—a man they would be very pleased to see in prison. If they watched during the week and particularly over next week-end they might make some more quite useful captures of odd visitors who come to call. Naturally, that is only my feeling if I put myself in your place, M. Berthay.”

“Naturally,” answered the police chief, smiling placidly. “I will now find my men and lament with them their lack of success.” The ship’s siren sounded insistently. “It is a pleasure to have met you, Mr. Harrison,” said M. Berthay, holding out his hand. “Bon voyage.”

“It is an honour to have met you, M. Berthay,” answered Harrison, shaking the proffered hand warmly.

The police chief walked away and it was not long before the ship started moving slowly from the quay.

“Wonderful, sir,” said Henry, “but it was a close shave. What if he hadn’t believed you, sir?”

“He didn’t, Henry,” said Harrison. “I thought it was thin but not nearly as thin as he did.”

Suddenly he leaned against the woodwork. “I’m nearly done, Henry,” he said. “It’s been a heavy day.”

“I’ve provided for that,” said Henry. “I’ve taken the cabin next door as well so you can settle down for the night, and the steward is bringing some tea as quickly as possible.”

“Henry,” said Harrison, and his voice was a little shaky, “I don’t know what I should do without you.”




Chapter XXIV

The Last Threads

A week or so later, Harrison and Mrs. Marston were sitting in the smoking-room of the Bamberger home at Penstoke. The subdued lighting had fitted the story Harrison had told Mrs. Marston for, soon after his arrival back in London, William Marston had called on him to explain that he had been unable to talk to his wife and to beg Harrison to do so.

“I am glad you told me all this, Mr. Harrison,” said Mrs. Marston.

“That was my job,” answered Harrison. “You sent for me in the first place, Mrs. Marston.”

“Did I?” she said, innocently. “I thought it was Miss Williams?”

Harrison laughed and Mrs. Marston joined in. Quite as remarkable a woman as I at first thought, he mused, and doesn’t seem much upset about the unhappy William.

“But you’re not smoking, Mr. Harrison?” said Mrs. Marston. “Is that your idea of good manners. You who love a cigar to be so stiff and formal with me? I shall be very upset if you don’t light one immediately.”

Harrison obeyed meekly and puffed away while waiting for Mrs. Marston to go on.

“Men are queer creatures,” said Mrs. Marston, “married men, of course, Mr. Harrison. I don’t claim to know anything about single men like yourself, but I think I understand my husband, although he wouldn’t believe it. Men think they are so strong and self-sufficient, don’t they, Mr. Harrison?”

“Must I answer?” laughed Harrison.

“Of course not,” said Mrs. Marston, “When one has been a wife as long as I have, one gets to know a little about one’s husband. Poor William. He does think he’s been dreadful, doesn’t he? And yet this is rather what I expected you were going to tell me, Mr. Harrison.”

“Really?” said Harrison, in some surprise.

“When you asked me how long I had known Helen Williams, I found it difficult to answer,” she continued. “Not so very long really, but I liked her very much. Even if she did push herself on me and, from what you said about the way they treated poor Sir Jeremiah Bamberger, she must have deliberately chosen to be friendly with me because our house was next to his. Still, with all that, I liked her, and even now I can’t help liking the thought of her. She was very attractive, she was well read, she had experience and never talked nonsense, and she was very nice to me.”

“I can quite understand,” said Harrison.

“I knew she was rather attracted by William,” said Mrs. Marston, “but that didn’t worry me. I was rather pleased than otherwise. It’s a kind of compliment to me if my husband is still attractive to other women—especially of the type of Miss Williams—after he has been married to me so long.”

“A pleasant philosophy,” said Harrison; “but isn’t it somewhat dangerous?”

“Not if you know your man,” said Mrs. Marston, decisively. “William was flattered. I saw that. Men are so easily flattered, aren’t they, Mr. Harrison? But who wouldn’t be flattered by the marked attention of Helen Williams? I’m sorry to repeat it, Mr. Harrison, knowing what you think of her, but she was a most attractive person.”

“I’ve never denied it,” said Harrison.

“No, you haven’t,” said Mrs. Marston, “but you disapprove of it. Justice comes first with you. I don’t know how you do it and, in the case of a beautiful woman, I should say you were a little narrow-minded, but I admire your firmness. William wasn’t firm, at any rate, and I could see he was growing rather keen on her. He didn’t think he was showing it but really it was terribly transparent. I knew it would not last for long. William is very cautious, Mr. Harrison. Am I being dreadfully immoral about it all?”

“It is my turn to say I admire you, Mrs. Marston,” said Harrison gently.

For a moment the note of gaiety went out of Mrs. Marston’s voice. “I’m not saying I did not have a few difficult times,” she said. “But I understood,” she went on again, more firmly; “and after the terrible accident, when William started worrying and getting nervy, I tried to think that it was because he had been the innocent cause of Sir Jeremiah’s death, but I knew it was something else, something to do with Miss Williams. I was puzzled for the moment when he burst out violently against her and objected to Livia staying with her, but then I realised that he was worried because she had done him some harm. Some harm in his inner self. What could that be, I thought? And I had to decide that he felt she had made him disloyal to me.”

“You’re a better detective than I am, Mrs. Marston,” said Harrison.

“All wives are detectives, Mr. Harrison,” was the reply, “in the best sense of the word. The older they get the more they become so. They have to understand so much, you see. I tried to get William to talk but he wouldn’t. He didn’t tell me of the awful day he thought of committing—” She paused and was silent for a while. “He did say he had seen you and I knew it had done him good. His nerves were better altogether after that. He didn’t say any more to me although sometimes I think he tried to but I knew he must have spoken to you and got rid of his burden in that way.”

“Again you are wonderfully right,” said Harrison.

“You can’t imagine how grateful I was to you for that,” said Mrs. Marston. “I am grateful to Miss Williams for suggesting that I should invite you here. I can’t help it, you know.”

“What are you going to say to your husband, Mrs. Marston?”

“Nothing,” was the reply. “He acted a little foolishly, of course, but from what you say, Mr. Harrison, all their plans were so carefully laid that if he hadn’t given way to Miss Williams’ attractions at that moment, she would have found some other way of detaining him while the dreadful thing was being done.”

“A dozen other ways.”

“You’re certain of that?”

“Absolutely,” answered Harrison. “That was her part in the plan. The way she did it wouldn’t matter much. If one line failed, she would have tried another until she succeeded.”

“So there’s really nothing much for William to blame himself about?” asked Mrs. Marston.

“Certainly not,” replied Harrison.

“And nothing really for me to say to him?”

“Mrs. Marston,” said Harrison, taking her hand, “do you mind if I say it is an honour to know you?”

“If you talk like that, Mr. Harrison,” answered Mrs. Marston, with the faintest of blushes, “I shall lose all respect I ever had for the intelligence of a certain well-known detective named Clay Harrison. But I’ve kept you to myself long enough. I know the others are dying to ask you some questions, especially Livia. Don’t you think we had better ask them to come in too?”

Harrison agreed and, going to the door, summoned William Marston and his daughter, Philip Bamberger, and Henry. Livia and Philip were obviously great friends again, and the look of understanding William Marston received from his wife was sufficient to show that matters were also entirely satisfactory in that quarter. Harrison gave Henry an affectionate glance, feeling that they too were as equally well paired as the other couples.

“Now, Miss Marston,” said Harrison, in a business-like way, “the first thing is to hear what you have to say and then I’ll answer any questions that might help to make things clearer.”

“First of all, Mr. Harrison, I want to say how thoroughly ashamed I am of myself,” said Livia, “and to apologise most abjectly. I cannot think why I was such an idiot—and you knew all the time. I would rather not be Miss Marston to you, Mr. Harrison,” she added, with a blush. “My friends call me Livia.”

“I appreciate the honour,” answered Harrison, “but in some ways you were of the greatest assistance. What happened when you went to London?”

“Helen and Mr. Cross were fearfully nice to me all the way up,” was the reply, “but they didn’t like it when I was puzzled at going to Hampstead instead of the hotel. They made some feeble excuse in quite an offhand way and then put me in a room for the night. I was quite comfortable and slept like a log after the excitement of the day. Next morning I was given breakfast in the room you found me in. Still nothing seemed strange until I thought I would go downstairs and find Helen. Then I found the door was locked and got a bit worried. I looked at the windows and found them heavily barred and I must admit I started to get a bit scared.”

“Horrible,” said Philip.

“Not quite as bad as that, Philip,” answered Livia, with a smile. “It was some time before I heard the key turn in the lock and Helen appeared. She was quite different to what I had known before. Her eyes looked cruel and her voice was hard. She asked me why I was spying on her and naturally I was very indignant. Then she said she knew that you had arranged for me to come with her. I thought she was mad and told her so. I asked her if she realised my opinion of you and that I would rather have died than do anything you asked me.” She paused. “You understand, Mr. Harrison, I am telling you exactly what happened.”

“That’s exactly what I want,” said Harrison.

“Then she said I was a greater fool than she thought I was. I was really angry by this time, but something in her voice warned me to be careful. She said that I was a fool to have an opinion like that of Clay Harrison. The trouble about you was that you were too clever and she intended to settle with you. But she would not believe that I did not know why you wanted me to be with her and she kept on worrying me about it. I really think she was a bit rattled.”

“As I had hoped,” said Harrison.

“She left me then and locked the door again. She did not come back for a long time and then she brought some food. This time she said nothing about you but she told me I was going to be very unlucky in being mixed up with her affairs at all. I had brought it on myself, and things were likely to be very unpleasant for me. I dared her to do her worst and she smiled and said I had no idea what her worst could be so I could save my breath.”

“I’m afraid she was right,” said Harrison, solemnly.

“I guessed,” answered Livia, with a shiver.

“The truth would be worse than even you guess,” said Harrison. “What else?”

“That’s practically all,” was the reply. “I was kept a prisoner in that room until I heard you outside the window and then the police came and let me out.”

Philip took her hand and pressed it sympathetically and Livia showed no unwillingness to be so treated.

“Did you see Cross at all?” asked Harrison.

“Only once,” said Livia. “That was the morning of the day you came. He unlocked the door and brought two men with him. He said he wanted to introduce two friends of his. I was not very polite but they all had a good look at me. I don’t remember their names.”

“We know them, don’t we, Henry?” said Harrison.

“You don’t mean Josephs and Skelofski, sir?” said Henry.

“I do, Henry,” answered Harrison. “That makes them all the more undesirable aliens than ever. What did they say?”

“Nothing,” said Livia. “That’s what puzzles me. They just looked at me and then they all went away and locked the door again. There is really nothing else. Whenever Helen came to see me she added a few more choice phrases about what was going to happen to me. I must say I was really beginning to give up hope when you appeared.”

“She never mentioned that I was coming to the house?” asked Harrison.

“Not a word about it,” said Livia.

“Miss Williams could be discreet, then,” answered Harrison.

“And did you really want me to go with her?” asked Livia.

“That was my idea,” said Harrison; “wasn’t it, Mrs. Marston?”

“It was, Mr. Harrison,” said Mrs. Marston, “but even though everything has turned out all right I think you were taking a grave risk.”

“So do I,” said Philip, emphatically.

“Why?” asked Harrison.

“We might never have seen Livia again,” said Mrs. Marston.

“That was what Miss Williams and Cross intended,” answered Harrison.

“Then why on earth did you do it?” asked Livia. “Was I just a pawn in the game?”

“Part yes and partly no,” answered Harrison. “I wanted to convince you of Miss Williams’ character. She had come between you and Philip Bamberger and something had to be done. Nothing else, to my mind, would have been as effective.”

“That may be so,” said Livia; “you make me feel still more ashamed of myself. But what if I had been permanently separated from Philip?”

Philip looked fiercely round the room.

“My other reason,” said Harrison, “was that, as you said, she was a bit rattled. She did not know why I wanted you to be with her. She thought there must be some reason and she couldn’t find one. That’s always an unpleasant thought, especially when you were playing for such high stakes as she was and working in the dark at the same time. I knew she would do nothing to you until she had settled with me, as she called it. She could not be certain about you until then. It was a gamble, Livia, but, believe me, I was gambling with my own life as well.”

There was silence in the room for a few moments and then Livia said, very softly, “And if you had—had not succeeded, what would have happened to me?”

“You feel strong enough to hear the truth?” asked Harrison.

“Of course,” said Livia, holding tightly to Philip’s hand.

“Your room was a prison, you said?”

“Yes.”

“And two men came to look at you?”

“Yes.”

“Those two men are prominent members of what is called the white slave traffic.”

Livia went white and then whispered “Go on.”

“There is very little of that sort of thing in England, thank heaven,” said Harrison, “but occasionally a gang of criminals with a bit more daring than usual have a shot at it. Even then, they very seldom touch English girls, but I do not like to think of the anguish that some of the rooms in that house may have seen before those two men escorted victims of another nationality to some convenient South American republic. That is the truth, Livia, and that is why I said you could not guess at it. Your upbringing has been too decent to know of the horrors of that kind of life.”

Livia looked almost like fainting but she controlled herself with a great effort of will, and said, “I understand.”

“Do you still reproach me?” asked Harrison.

“I know was a fool,” she answered, “and then I was part of your big plan for fighting these people. How can I reproach you? In a way, after all, I did my bit.”

“That is true,” said Harrison, “and you have helped to save others going that terrible road. You can be quite certain of that, and, incidentally, your greatest debt is to the great Scotch photographer.”

Livia smiled at Henry and there was a general feeling of relief from the tension.

“And now for questions,” said Harrison.

“Even now,” said Philip, “I find it hard to understand that the brutal murder of my father was necessary because he had obtained the address in Havre.”

“The house in Havre,” said Harrison, “was the centre of the whole business. Look at the pains Cross had taken to make the place seem as innocent as possible. Once it was known, the game was pretty well up. I have heard from M. Berthay, that extremely intelligent police official, that he has found an amazing amount of material, documentary and otherwise, at the place. He has also arrested some first-class international criminals who called there to see Mr. Cross. He is thoroughly pleased about it. You see, Cross was the head of a gang that was a kind of ‘criminal universal provider’, which was mainly controlled from the Avenue des Viguerres. Confidence tricking on the grand scale, cross Atlantic, rich visitors in Europe, all the most paying methods. Dope, white slavery, a little bit of blackmail, I should think. Very little violent crime but everything else where international organisation can bring a profit. Cross was undoubtedly a great organiser and a remarkable criminal. Your father, Bamberger, had been a thorn in his side for a long time in a small way, and when the address was known to be in his possession they worked out this amazing plan to get rid of him.”

“And the man who gave him the address?”

“He was undoubtedly murdered, too,” said Harrison. “We shall never know how or where. He just disappeared. Poor devil.”

“My heart goes out to that unfortunate woman at Havre, and her boy,” said Mrs.

“As a matter of fact,” said Harrison, “things have turned out better than I expected. I have just heard from her—no need, I think, to tell you her name or where she lives—and she says she really was treated like the returned prodigal. Her relations and friends had got a bit scared at not hearing from her. A bit conscience-stricken, I expect, and they seem to have welcomed her right royally. Reggie is as happy as a sandboy and already going to an English school and his mother does not seem likely to move out of her native place again.”

“I am so glad,” said Mrs. Marston.

“And you really think your police friend knew who she was on the boat?” asked Philip Bamberger.

“There is no doubt of it,” answered Harrison. “In his letter he rather pulls my leg about it. Says he is willing to admit that I may be good at discovering criminals but I should make a poor criminal myself. In fact, if that is my idea of deceiving the police, heaven help me.”

“Then why did he let you get away with it?”

“As far as I can see,” said Harrison, “M. Berthay had made one mistake with me and that made him particularly cautious. Even if he did not believe it, my story was possible. The woman and child did not need passports and there were certainly week-end tickets for them. Everything was in order on the surface and he would have had to have taken the risk of detaining them against appearances. He might have been morally right and expect it would have turned out all right but he was on dangerous ground. My efforts at being a criminal were not as bad as all that. I may not have deceived him but I put him in a dilemma. He chose the safest way out. I don’t think it worried him very much. He says my advice over watching the Avenue des Viguerres house outweighed any other consideration.”

“And what about the European Development Company?” asked Mr. Marston, speaking for the first time.

“That was quite neat,” said Harrison. “There was nothing wrong about the name and its object was certainly to supply capital to industries in Europe which needed it. The only trouble was that the industries themselves were such as are not recognised by the law in any country. You remember what I told you about the house at Havre. It was a great industrial headquarters and its activities in providing people with the unlawful things in life were to be financed by the European Development Company. Crime nowadays needs capital as much as anything else, and the bigger the scale the more it needs. Quite a number of Cross’s acquaintances would be very astonished to find that they had put money in such a concern—and drawing good dividends from it too.”

“An astonishing man,” said Mr. Marston.

“A remarkable man,” answered Harrison, “and one wonders how many more there are like him. The rewards were great, and were well worth Cross’s while. It seems to suggest that my job is not finished, by any means. Cross has gone but one cannot help feeling that in a little while somebody else will think it worthwhile to try and take his place; but, by the look of him, Henry is aching to ask a question? Out with it, Henry. It’s to do with Miss Williams, of course?”

“You’re right again, sir,” said Henry. “All I wanted to know is why she kicked up that fearful scene in the street at Havre and then on the boat. I can’t understand it at all. I thought it was quite unnecessary.”

“Miss Williams wouldn’t do anything that was unnecessary, Henry.”

“Of course she knew it would make you feel uncomfortable but what was the object of it? She knew she would get nothing out of it.”

“Not quite,” answered Harrison. “She was gambling, Henry. We knew she didn’t dare go to the house in the Avenue des Viguerres; she was too unpopular with Cross. But her best move was to keep an eye on it. Cross might give way eventually, and in keeping an eye on it she noticed me as well. It is difficult to judge when quite she appeared but I should think it was not long before the woman and child came out with me. I expect she thought I was just helping them to get away. It was very lucky she did not guess what had happened to Cross. She was right in assuming that I should go back to England in that particular ship.”

“I can understand that, sir,” said Henry; “but the scene?”

“Miss Williams must have been particularly anxious to have me put away,” answered Harrison. “It was obviously too much of a risk for her to take herself in the open street and the two men with her did not strike me as first-class assassins. She was not in touch with members of Cross’s gang who were and she had to play for time. The scene outside the café was only to have a case ready for M. Berthay whom, you remember, she had communicated with beforehand.”

“Yes, sir,” said Henry, “but if you had gone to prison, supposing M. Berthay had not known you were in Havre, I should have soon got you out.”

“Not as soon as you think, Henry,” answered Harrison, “but however short the time, Miss Williams was reckoning it would be long enough for her purpose. My dear Henry, I solemnly believe that if M. Berthay had taken me back to Havre there and then, whatever precautions might have been taken to get me safely on the ship when the mistake had been cleared up, Miss Williams and her friends would have found some way of seeing to it that I did not leave Havre alive.”

Again there was silence and after a moment Henry went out of the room. He returned, carrying a large flat package which he handed to Harrison.

“Oh, yes, Henry, they ought to see this,” he said, undoing the wrapping. “I received this from Paris yesterday.”

Very carefully he brought to light a large photograph.

“Helen Williams,” exclaimed Mrs. Marston.

“It’s a pity that there should be no photographer’s name on such a good likeness,” said Harrison, holding it up, “where by chance or not, that particular shoulder which she is revealing for us to admire is the very one which was so roughly displayed during what Henry calls ‘the scene at Havre.’ But I think the inscription is the most important part of the gift.”

They all drew near and saw, written in a firm rather flourishing hand, the words:

“Clay Harrison, from a humbled admirer.”
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